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Theoretical Framework 
 

1.  Introduction 
 

They wondered at her beauty,  

and marveled at the Israelites on her account. 

    Judith 10:19 

 
 
 “They marveled at the Israelites on her account...” This short citation from the apocryphal 

book of Judith invites a range of questions - about individual and collective identity and 
identification, about gender, about our perception of ‘the other’ and of ourselves through the eyes of 
the other, and last but not least, about the role which authoritative religious texts can play in the 
construction and interaction of all of these concepts. 

The verse about Judith does not stand by itself. In the period between the Babylonian Exile 
and the Hasmonean Kingdom, there seems to be a modest, but perhaps not accidental proliferation 
of female main protagonists in the narrative literature of Israel. My study takes its cue from this 
observation. In a nutshell, I argue that the books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith, all written in this period 
and bearing the names of a female main protagonist, can be read as attempts to conceptualize ‘Israel’, 
understood both as a religious community and an ethnie, via a woman’s body, and to endorse this 
particular conceptualization vis-à-vis differing voices both from without and within.1 While older 
prophetic texts make eager use of metaphoric language portraying Israel as YHWH’s unfaithful wife, 
grieving widow, or ravaged virgin, I suggest that narrative figures like Ruth, Esther, and Judith can be 
construed as embodiments of Israel of a slightly different kind. In and through their bodies, the 
community is presented as simultaneously vulnerable and inviolable, marginalized and triumphant. 

 
The central aim of my analysis is to uncover processes of religious and ethnic identity 

formation in the books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith, and to explicitly link these processes to the use of 

                                                             
1 Judith can be dated with reasonable certainty to the second half of the second century BCE (see, e.g., Carey A. 
Moore, Judith (Anchor Bible Commentary), Doubleday, Garden City 1985; Benedikt Eckhardt, ‘Reclaiming 
Tradition: The Book of Judith and Hasmonean Politics,’ Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha 18 (2009): 
243-263). The discussion about the composition date of Ruth and Esther continues, although most scholars 
agree that Ruth probably received its final shape in the 5th century BCE (e.g., Frederic W. Bush, Ruth, Esther 
(World Biblical Commentary), Word Books, Dallas 1996; Irmtraud Fischer, Rut (HThKAT), Herder, Freiburg, 
Basel, Wien 2001; Tamara Cohn Eskenazi & Tikva Frymer-Kensky, Ruth: The Traditional Hebrew Text With 
the New JPS Translation/Commentary (JPS Bible Commentary), Jewish Publication Society, Philadelphia 
2011), and that the Hebrew version of Esther was written towards the end of the Persian or the beginning of 
the Hellenistic era (e.g., Bush, Ruth, Esther; Adele Berlin, Esther: The Traditional Hebrew Text With the New 
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1 Judith can be dated with reasonable certainty to the second half of the second century BCE (see, e.g., Carey A. 
Moore, Judith (Anchor Bible Commentary), Doubleday, Garden City 1985; Benedikt Eckhardt, ‘Reclaiming 
Tradition: The Book of Judith and Hasmonean Politics,’ Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha 18 (2009): 
243-263). The discussion about the composition date of Ruth and Esther continues, although most scholars 
agree that Ruth probably received its final shape in the 5th century BCE (e.g., Frederic W. Bush, Ruth, Esther 
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Basel, Wien 2001; Tamara Cohn Eskenazi & Tikva Frymer-Kensky, Ruth: The Traditional Hebrew Text With 
the New JPS Translation/Commentary (JPS Bible Commentary), Jewish Publication Society, Philadelphia 
2011), and that the Hebrew version of Esther was written towards the end of the Persian or the beginning of 
the Hellenistic era (e.g., Bush, Ruth, Esther; Adele Berlin, Esther: The Traditional Hebrew Text With the New 
JPS Translation (The JPS Bible Commentary), Jewish Publication Society, Philadelphia 2001; Jonathan 
Grossman, Esther. The Outer Narrative and the Hidden Reading (Siphrut 6), Eisenbrauns, Winona Lake 2011). 



 
 

 2 

female protagonists as embodiments of this identity. Put differently, I seek to unravel the correlations 
in these texts between form – defined, for the purpose of this study, as the use of female figures in a 
way that both appeals to and deconstructs prototypes present in other biblical literature – and 
meaning, understood here as contribution to the project of reconceiving the religious and ethnic 
community of ‘Israel’ in the centuries following the Exile.2  

 
To presuppose the interaction of various concepts (ethnicity, religion, gender, embodiment, 

etc.) on the level of the texts inevitably translates into conceptual and methodological 
interdisciplinarity. The conceptual framework guiding my analysis combines notions from ethnic, 
religious, and gender studies as heuristic tools. The ‘glue’ connecting all central concepts of this 
analysis (ethnicity, religion, gender) can be found in the opposing forces of ‘othering’ and 
‘familiarization’. The biblical texts continually draw lines –between Israel and its religious and/or 
ethnic ‘other’, between man and his eternal ‘other’, woman, and between humankind and the 
ultimate ‘Other’, God.3 Indeed, one does not need to interpret arb in Genesis 1 as ‘divide’4 in order to 
note that differentiation takes its start with creation.5  Simultaneously, however, the opposite 
movement can be observed: ethnic and religious strangers are ‘familiarized’ by their commitment to 
Israelite identity, women are recognized (or annexed?) as figureheads of this same identity, and the 
ultimate ‘Other’, God, is brought close by means of both discourse and ritual. Sometimes the 
deconstruction of the line between ‘self’ and ‘other’ (or ‘man and woman’, or ‘holy’ and ‘profane’) 

                                                             
2 ‘Form’ and ‘meaning’ are precarious terms, and using them risks simplifying the intricate relation between a 
text’s subject matter or content, the linguistic and stylistic means used to communicate that content, and the 
text’s relevance within a specific sociocultural environment (its ‘meaning’). Indeed, it is precisely my 
contention that the specific Israel imagined in each text and the way this imagined Israel relates to other 
discourses present at the time (its ‘meaning’) cannot be conceived apart from the texts’ content (its plot etc.) 
and its form. One central aspect of this form is the use of female main characters, but others (e.g., intertextual 
links with specific other texts and literary processes of ritualization) play an important role as well.  
3 E.g., Musa W. Dube, ‘Toward a Post-Colonial Feminist Interpretation of the Bible,’ Semeia 78 (1997): 11-25; 
Kah-Jin Jeffrey Kuan, ‘Diasporic Reading of a Diasporic Text: Identity Politics and Race Relations and the 
Book of Esther,’ in Fernando F. Segovia (ed.), Interpreting Beyond Borders. Sheffield Academic Press, Sheffield 
2000, 161-173; Rasiah S. Sugirtharajah, Postcolonial Reconfigurations. An Alternative Way of Reading the Bible 
and Doing Theology, SCM Press, St. Louis 2003. The primary focus of postcolonial biblical studies is on the 
Wirkungsgeschichte of the text in the hand of the colonizer. However, scholars also uncover similar processes 
in the texts themselves - Ruth’s integration into Israel, for example, is critically questioned for its disregard of 
her Moabite roots (Laura E. Donaldson, ‘Postcolonianism and Biblical Reading: An Introduction,’ Semeia 75 
(1996): 1-14; Judith E. McKinlay, ‘A Son is Born to Naomi: A Harvest for Israel,’ in Athalya Brenner (ed.), A 
Feminist Companion to Ruth and Esther. Sheffield Academic Press, Sheffield 1999, 151-157). 
4 Ellen Van Wolde, Reframing Biblical Studies. When Language and Text Meet Culture, Cognition, and 
Context, Eisenbrauns, Winona Lake 2009, 184-200. 
5 Cf. Anne-Marie Korte, ‘Paradise Lost, Growth Gained: Eve’s Story Revisited: Genesis 2-4 in a Feminist 
Theological Perspective,’ in Bob Becking & Susanne Hennecke (eds), Out of Paradise: Eve and Adam and 
Their Interpreters. Sheffield Phoenix Press, Sheffield 2010, 155: “The story of Paradise is full of boundaries that 
are set, questioned and transgressed – boundaries that refer to very meaningful and exciting differences: 
God/creation, human/divine, human/nature, human/animal, nature/culture, and male/female, 
masculine/feminine. None of these are self- evident; all need to be questioned, explained and redrawn.” 
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remains effective, while in other cases, it is presented as the exception that proves the rule. In all 
cases, however, changes in the perception or presentation of one aspect of identity necessarily affect 
all others.6 
 

A focus on the boundaries drawn in and by the texts also introduces the aspects of ideology 
and power. Who determines where and how the lines are drawn and who is situated on either side? 
Who is a text’s insider, and who is its ‘other’? Postcolonial studies have made us aware of the 
relevance of questions such as these. Unfortunately, the very necessary ideological critique 
postcolonial studies introduce to the analysis of the bible sometimes blurs the line between a text’s 
Wirkungsgeschichte and its original historical setting. In this setting, Israel was in the position of the 
colonized rather than the colonizer, and all construals of Israelite identity in the biblical text must be 
analyzed with this realization in mind.7  

A method that combines awareness of identity and power with a keen alertness for the 
precise form of a text and for its original discursive setting can be found in (historical) discourse 
analysis. This method is based on the assumption that texts (or discourses in general) are always 
involved in processes of identity formation: expressly or not, any text functioning within a particular 
historical and cultural context reflects practices and discourses from that context, and at the same 
time contributes to shaping them.8 A weak point of (historical) discourse analysis is its openness (or 
even vagueness) in terms of methodology. Therefore, it is amended in my analysis by selected aspects 
of cognitive linguistics, a method that shares the keen attention for the interaction between ‘text’ and 
‘context’, but offers a somewhat more practical approach than does discourse analysis. 

Both methods treat the text as representative of the world surrounding it – not so much on 
the level of the social structures described in it, but more comprehensively, on the level of the 
conceptual and ideological realities that would have made the text comprehensible in the first place.9 

                                                             
6 As Moabite, for example, Ruth cannot but appear as the seductive ‘strange woman’ threatening Israelite 
(male) identity. Her religious and ethnic familiarization into Israel lets much of this strangeness disappear, and 
makes it possible to view her on a par with virtuous Israelite matriarchs like Leah and Rachel. 
7 Tracy Lemos, in her analysis of the rape metaphor in Ezekiel, argues eloquently for the usefulness of 
postcolonial theory for understanding post-exilic Israelite literature: “At its best, postcolonial studies has from 
its inception jarred both postmodernism and anthropology into looking actively again toward the historical 
and diachronic. […] And in its treatment and examination of historical evidence from imperialist, colonialist, 
and postcolonialist settings, we find an abundance of comparative data for the proposed simulations that I feel 
we as ancient historians must run” (Tracy M. Lemos, ‘”They Have Become Women”: Judean Diaspora and 
Postcolonial Theories of Gender and Migration,’ in Saul M. Olyan (ed.), Social Theory and the Study of 
Israelite Religion. Essays in Retrospect and Prospect. SBL Resources for Biblical Study 71, SBL, Atlanta 2012, 
89). 
8 E.g., Achim Landwehr, Historische Diskursanalyse (Historische Einführungen), Campus Verlag, Frankfurt 
a.M. 2009. Needless to say, the work of Foucault forms one of the main instigations and sources for the diverse 
approaches that can be summarized as ‘discourse analysis’. Cf. Rachel Alsopp, Annette Fitzsimons & Kathleen 
Lennon (eds), Theorizing Gender. Polity Press, Cambridge 2002, 90, author’s italics: “Discourses themselves 
have material effects in the world. They have an influence on actions, social structures, and political and 
judicial decisions. Discourses are also a product of particular economic and political conditions.” 
9 Cf. Gale A. Yee, Poor Banished Children of Eve. Woman as Evil in the Hebrew Bible, Fortress Press, 
Minneapolis 2003. 
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They value the texts as witnesses of ideological and theological struggles within particular social, 
political, and religious environments. Although the concepts I borrow from diverse branches of social 
theory are, in the first place, aimed at a better understanding of the social world “within the texts” 
(the imagined Israel) - rather than the one “behind the texts”10 (the ‘real’ Israel), discourse analysis 
insists that the line between a text and its discursive environment is thin – thin enough to allow for at 
least some conjectures about what would have been self-evident, contested, or impossible in the 
social and discursive world surrounding the text.11 
 

My analysis follows the order suggested in historical discourse analysis (i.e., from the world 
in the texts to the world surrounding them), with one exception: I presuppose that contested though 
the identity of ‘Israel’ may have been in the post-exilic period, it is self-evident that both religious and 
ethnic elements were considered vital for any proposed self-understanding. The following chapters 
provide the reasoning behind this presupposition as well as working definitions of religious and 
ethnic identity. I continue with a short introduction into the methods I propose to use: historical 
discourse analysis, informed and amended by cognitive linguistics. Finally, before turning to the 
biblical texts, I offer some thoughts on the notion on which my reading of the texts is based in the 
first place: embodiment. 

 

  

                                                             
10 Philip R. Davies, ‘The Society of Israel,’ in Tamara Cohn Eskenazi & Kent H. Richards (eds), Temple 
Community in the Persian Period. Second Temple Studies II, Sheffield Academic Press, Sheffield 1994, 23, 
italics in original. 
11 David H. Aaron provides an example that may illustrate the correlation between underlying (but not 
explicated) ideology and discourse: “[W]hen Nehemiah tells us that he had managed to purge his cohorts of 
every foreign element (13:30), we know to relate to this as an ideal expressed in the service of an ideology and 
not as something reflective of an historical reality” (David H. Aaron, ‘Reflections on a Cognitive Theory of 
Culture and a Theory of Formalized Language for Late Biblical Studies,’ in Ehud Ben Zvi & Diana Edelman 
(eds), Remembering Biblical Figures in the Late Persian and Early Hellenistic Periods. Social Memory and 
Imagination. Oxford University Press, Oxford 2013, 457). 
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2 ‘Israel’, ‘Judah’, ‘Yehudim’ – The Problem of Definition and 
Demarcation 
 
2.1 (Re-)Constructing Israel: Tradition and Invention I 

The fact that the designation ‘Israel’ can only be used with quotation marks for the period in 
which the books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith were written - and the same holds true for related terms 
such as ‘Judahite’ and certainly for ‘Jewish’ – is only one indication that we are not dealing with well-
defined concepts and clear-cut entities.12 The large-scale historical and political shifts occurring from 
roughly the 6th century B.C.E. onwards put Israel on the ‘global’ stage more than had previously been 
the case. Decreased political and occasionally also religious autonomy went hand-in-hand with 
increased involvement with the world ‘out there’. The ideal (and doubtlessly idealized) situation of a 
unified Israel with one king and one God, whose fame attracted notables from as far away as Sheba, 
no longer applied.13 Once unchallenged elements of ‘Israelite’ identity, such as geographical setting 
and the observance of common rituals and festivals, had become less self-evident.14 The world had 
come to the doorsteps of Israel – not to learn about its God, like the prophets dreamed, but to take 
from it the things it held most sacred. And reversely, Israel itself had been pulled beyond its 
doorsteps: the Diaspora had become a reality that would influence ‘Israelite’ identity until the 
present. It is the aftermath of this uprooting, the period in which Israel redefined its place in a 
changing world, which provides the setting for the texts under consideration in this study.  

 
The unprecedented blending of different ethnicities, cultures, and religions occurring in this 

era posed a unique challenge to the ‘Jewish’ people (and not only to them) to reinvent and negotiate 
their own ethnic and religious identity. Admittedly, the challenge to define Israelite identity was not 
new – the identity of ‘Israel’ had been in motion and sometimes hotly contested in the centuries prior 
to the Exile as much as it was in the Second Temple Period. Besides, the idea of an Israel that was 
forced – and able - to rise like a phoenix from the ashes of destruction and exile is based on several 

                                                             
12 For reasons of readability, I will often leave out the quotation marks in the analyses that follow. Nevertheless, 
the reader should be aware that none of the terms are unambigious, and that all of them are constantly being 
negotiated in the texts. 
13 As indeed it probably never had. See, e.g., Gerd Theißen, ‘Tradition und Entscheidung. Der Beitrag des 
biblischen Glaubens zum kulturellen Gedächtnis,’ in Jan Assmann & Tonio Hölscher (eds), Kultur und 
Gedächtnis. 2008, 170-196; Jan Assmann, Das kulturelle Gedächtnis. Schrift, Erinnerung und Identität in 
frühen Hochkulturen, Beck, München 1999 for a construal of biblical descriptions of Israel’s ‘glorious past’ as 
instances of “kontrapräsentische Erinnerung.” 
14 Evidence both for the claim that there had been common Israelite beliefs and practices prior to the Exile and 
that the latter had become contested, can be found in the letter from Elephantine inquiring about the correct 
way to celebrate the Passover (TADAE A4.1; see, e.g., Bob Becking, Ezra, Nehemiah, and the Construction of 
Early Jewish Identity (FAT 80), Mohr Siebeck, Tübingen 2011, 128-142), as well as in evidence from Babylon 
showing a group very well integrated into Babylonian society, and yet recognizable as ‘Jewish’ or ‘Israelite’ 
(e.g., Laury Pearce, ‘New Evidence for Judaeans in Babylonia,’ in Oded Lipschits & Manfred Oeming (eds), 
Judah and the Judaeans in the Persian Period. Eisenbrauns, Winona Lake 2006, 399-411). 
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Early Jewish Identity (FAT 80), Mohr Siebeck, Tübingen 2011, 128-142), as well as in evidence from Babylon 
showing a group very well integrated into Babylonian society, and yet recognizable as ‘Jewish’ or ‘Israelite’ 
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faulty presuppositions15 and in need of amendment. Perhaps the image of an earthquake of medium 
severity provides a better metaphor for exile and return. This image does right by the waves of 
violence and devastation that swept over the population and the land of Judah in 598 and 587 B.C.E., 
but also reckons with a relevant amount of residue, in terms of parts of the population as well as of 
material and other, more abstract aspects of culture – what one might call the traditum. This 
traditum, which had been handed down in the form of myths, narratives, legal prescriptions, and 
rituals, was tattered, but not wiped out by the Exile. Starting immediately after the fall of Jerusalem – 
and certainly long before the reign of Cyrus – it was gathered, re-appropriated and expanded by 
diverse groups and in diverse locations. As Blenkinsopp puts it:  

 
In the aftermath of the disaster we see emerging a plurality of centers, groups, and parties 
claiming legitimacy by virtue of continuity with the past and the narrative and legal 
traditions inherited from the past, and denying legitimacy to other claimants. It results that 
attitudes which came to define relations between Jews and non-Jews emerged, in this first 
phase, out of conflicting claims and counterclaims internal to Judean and diasporic 
communities at that time.16 

 
It is this process that makes the period following the Exile so unique, and that begs for 

thorough research into the diverse groups operating in it, the strategies they deployed, and the 
identities they ultimately developed. Like the building blocks of a castle that has been destroyed by 
warfare or a natural disaster can be found, in bits and pieces, in the houses of surrounding villages, 
the ruins of what had once been Israel were salvaged and appropriated in a number of ways and a 
number of places. The various identities resulting from this process are all traditional to some extent 
in the sense that they make use of bits and pieces of the ancient traditum. This traditum, however, is 
appropriated in such a way as to fit the demands of new and unique situations – sometimes beyond 

                                                             
15 First, it assumes that the annihilation was complete, while more recent research suggests that it was at best 
partial (however, see Avraham Faust, Judah in the Neo-Babylonian Period: The Archaeology of Desolation, SBL, 
Atlanta 2012 for a construal of the archeological evidence that reckons with large-scale and long-term 
devastation of the area). Second, it presents the restoration as a relatively swift, linear process, resulting in a 
unified, recognizable whole: ‘the post-Exilic community’. And last but not least, it indeed designates this 
process as a re-storation, suggesting that the ‘new Israel’ corresponded in large measure to the ‘old’. Examples 
of nuanced constructions of this period that critically examine each of the above assumptions can be found in, 
e.g., Hans M. Barstad, History and the Hebrew Bible (Forschungen zum Alten Testament 61), Mohr Siebeck, 
Tübingen 2008; Joseph Blenkinsopp, Judaism, the First Phase: The Place of Ezra and Nehemiah in the Origins 
of Judaism, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids 2009; Bob Becking, ‘In Babylon: The Exile As Historical (Re-
)Construction,’ in Bob Becking & Anne-Mareike Wetter (eds), From Babylon to Eternity. The Exile 
Remembered and Constructed in Text and Tradition. Equinox, London 2009, 4-33; Erhard S. Gerstenberger, 
Israel in the Persian Period. The Fifth and Fourth Centuries B.C.E. (Biblical Encyclopedia 8), Brill, Leiden, 
Boston 2012. 
16 Blenkinsopp, Judaism, 228f. Similarly, applying Dan Sperber’s cognitive theory of culture and Maurice 
Bloch’s notion of language formalization to the biblical text, Aaron states: “Late Persian period Yehud 
constitues something of a cultural battleground upon which competing generators of culture vied for the 
dominance of their preferred representations. The creation of historical narratives, for the sake of promoting 
shared representations capable of shaping identity and stabilizing social governance, constitutes the most 
imaginative solution to have reached us from this era” (Aaron, ‘Reflections,’ 473. 
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recognition. The stance any text takes vis-à-vis the traditum is a vital clue for its specific approach to 
‘Israelite’ identity.17 The books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith, all of which allude extensively to older 
texts, can be read as specific answers to the question “what defines Israel” in the period between the 
Exile and the reassertion of at least some measure of political and religious independence in the 
Hasmonean Kingdom. 

 
2.2 Juda-ism? 

 ‘Israel’, during this period, had essentially become a construct of the mind, a mirage that was 
given shape and claimed by diverse groups operative in ‘early Judaism’. Due in part to the realization 
that most if not all biblical books received their final shape in the centuries following the Exile (and 
that this period can legitimately be called the cradle of rabbinic Judaism), the past decades have 
witnessed a proliferation of studies on this so-called ‘early Judaism’.18 However, the object of such 
studies may not be as clearly demarcated as their titles suggest. Was it a predominantly religious 
concept? What role did ethnicity play? And how penetrable were its borders? 

 
To term something an ‘-ism’ implies religious or weltanschauliche rather than ethnic 

connotations.19 It also implies that it was possible to accept (or possibly reject) ‘Judaism’ by choice. 
                                                             

17 An inherent difficulty of this claim lies in the fact that we do not have access to this traditum except through 
sources in which it is integrated in an already adapted and updated form. A minimalist approach therefore 
precludes any statements about Israelite identity prior to the Persian era (see, e.g., Davies, ‘Society’ for a 
radical differentiation between the society of ‘Ancient Israel’, primarily accessible through archeological 
findings, and the society that produced the biblical texts about ‘Ancient Israel’). However, most scholars will 
concede that parts of what is now the Hebrew Bible existed prior to the Exile, albeit mostly in rudimentary 
form. Even Gerstenberger, for example, who argues that “the major impetus for writing down ancient 
traditions and for collecting sacred texts only came about with the turn to Persian rule and the associated 
reordering of the community and its cultic life”, reckons with a “diverse and locally distinctive” wealth of 
“[p]oetic elements, songs of Yahweh’s helpful intervention, collections of age-old behavioral norms, 
admonitions to faithfulness over against [sic] the God of Israel, and anecdotes from the patriarchal history” 
(Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 275-276). 
18 E.g., Martin Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism, Fortress Press, Philadelphia 1974; Lee I. Levine, Judaism and 
Hellenism in Antiquity: Conflict or Confluence, University of Washington Press, Seattle 1998; James C. 
VanderKam, An Introduction to Early Judaism, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids 2001; Lester L. Grabbe, A History of 
the Jews and Judaism in the Second Temple Period (Library of Second Temple Studies 47), T&T Clark, London 
2004; Blenkinsopp, Judaism; Michael Edward Stone, Ancient Judaism: New Visions and Views, Eerdmans, 
Grand Rapids 2011. Two significant observations arise from these titles (and their list could be expanded 
almost endlessly): first, that the existence of ‘Judaism’ is often simply posited rather than investigated, and 
second, that ‘Judaism’ is often studied either in concert with ‘Hellenism’, or ‘Early Christianity’, or both, 
betraying the assumption that all three function on the same level; i.e. as more or less coherent systems of 
belief and practice in interaction with one another. 
19 Davies, for example, posits: “’Juda-ism’ and ‘Judaism’ imply the self-consciousness of a system of belief 
and/or practice, as opposed to unreflected participation in the culture or cultures of Yehud/Judea” (Philip R. 
Davies, ‘Scenes From the Early History of Judaism,’ in Diana Edelman (ed.), The Triumph of Elohim. From 
Yahwisms to Judaisms. Contributions to Biblical Exegesis and Theology 13, Kok Pharos, Kampen 1995, 152). 
According to Davies, such a self-consciousness did not develop until far into the Hellenistic era. 
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Indeed, most scholars assume a more or less lively interest of non-Jewish proselytes to follow the God 
of Israel for some time before the Common Era.20 Despite differences in dating, scholarly consensus 
seems to be that somewhere between the fall of Jerusalem in 598 BCE and its repeated destruction in 
70 CE, religion – understood as personal commitment to YHWH – superseded ethnicity as primary 
identity marker of a ‘Jew’, and that it was increasingly common for ethnic outsiders to commit 
themselves to the God of Israel. However, both assumptions are less self-evident than they appear. 

The crux of the matter lies in the tight symbiosis of religious and ethnic identity in the period 
under discussion, and perhaps even the absence of a concept of ‘religion’ (such as ‘Judaism’) per se. 
The ancient Judean sources, in any case, are conspicuously silent in this regard. Trying to arrive at an 
emic understanding of the term ‘Judaism’, Mason concludes: 

 
“Ioudaismos as a belief system and way of life – as a concept abstracted from the realities of 
Judea, Jerusalem, temple and priesthood, sacrificial cult, aristocratic governance, political 
constitution, ancestral laws, and traditions – was the construction of an ascendant 
Christianismos from the third to the fifth centuries C.E.”21  
 
In other words, according to Mason, the concept of a ‘religion’ existing apart from ethnic 

identity or socio-political realities was not on the mind – nor even at the disposal – of ‘Jewish’ writers 
prior to a period some centuries into the Common Era.22 And contrary to the current understanding 

                                                             
20 As early as 1934, Antonin Causse argued that the Exile forced the people of YHWH to reformulate their 
formerly predominantly ethnic identity in religious terms (Antonin Causse, ‘Du groupe ethnique à la 
communauté religieuse: Le problème sociologique de judaïsme,’ Revue d’histoire et de philosophie religieuses 
14 (1934): 285-335). Gerstenberger detects tendencies to loosen the tight embrace between ethnic and 
religious identity somewhat later, in the Persian Era: “Especially in the Persian period Yahweh becomes the 
anchor of faith for the Judean communities. […] This is a new development in the history of ancient Israel’s 
religion, for prior to the exile the conditions for the constitution of a confessional community such as this were 
missing” (Gerstenberger, Persian Period). Other scholars connect the shift from predominantly ethnic to 
predominantly religious identity to the rise of Hellenism: “[I]n the latter half of the Second Temple Period, 
Hellenism, which led Jews to view themselves too as adherents of an ism (and so fostered sectarianism, 
proselytism and ‘sympathizers’) and political circumstances … led to a severe depreciation of the physical 
parameters of being Jewish. ‘Judaism’, as opposed to Jewish territory or Jewish blood, became the only way of 
defining ‘Jews’ […]” (Daniel R. Schwartz, Studies in the Jewish Background of Christianity (Wissenschaftliche 
Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament 60), Mohr Siebeck, Tübingen 1992, 15). Shaye J.D. Cohen argues for 
an even later date: according to his construal, it was not before the end of the second century BCE that the 
term  vIoudai/oj, which had theretofore been limited to the designation of “a member of the Judean people or 
nation (ethnos in Greek, or a similar term), living in the ethnic homeland of Judaea (Ioudaia in Greek)” began 
to acquire a second connotation, namely, “someone who worships the God whose temple is in Jerusalem and 
who follows the way of life of the Jews” (Shaye J.D. Cohen, The Beginnings of Jewishness: Boundaries, Varieties, 
Uncertainties, University of California Press, Berkeley and Los Angeles 1999, 71, 79. To be precise, Cohen 
locates the genesis of this new conception in 2 Maccabees, “the first work to use Ioudaïsmos and the first work 
to use Ioudaios in the sense of ‘Jew’” (Cohen, Jewishness, 106). 
21 Steve Mason, ‘Jews, Judaeans, Judaizing, Judaism: Problems of Categorization in Ancient History,’ Journal 
for the Study of Judaism 38 (2007): 511. 
22 In the Hebrew Bible, the term ~ydwhy indeed designates the population of the tribal territory, then kingdom 
and finally province of hdwhy/dwhy. There is no –ism based on this geographic denotation. Second, Mason 
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of seemingly similar terms such as ‘Christianization’ or ‘Islamization’, when terms like Mhdismo,j 
appear in ancient sources such as Herodotus, they do not signify an activity aimed at religious 
conversion, but rather the practice of fraternizing with ethnic groups other than one’s own by 
emulating the customs of the former. Significantly, “[i]nasmuch as fidelity to one’s ethnos and 
ancestral customs was considered an axiomatic duty … such a change to other allegiances was 
normally to be deplored.”23 Mason ardently posits: “The concept of religion, which is fundamental to 
our outlook and our historical research, lacked a taxonomical counterpart in antiquity.”24 

Of course, to claim that the term  vIoudai?smo,j as used in pre-Christian texts does not concur 
with modern notions of ‘religion’ does not exclude the possibility that there was, in fact, a system of 
practice and belief – i.e., a ‘religion’ that followers of YHWH adhered to, and that could be embraced 
by individuals outside the Judean ethnie as well. Indeed, Ruth, Esther, and Judith all feature at least 
one instance of an outsider joining ‘Israel’ or the ‘Jews’ – on whatever level this must be understood. 
It is precisely in such instances of boundary-crossing that the identity of ‘Israel’, the ‘Jews’, or 
‘Judaism’ is brought into sharp relief. 

 
However they are defined, and however they are mutually conditioned, religion and ethnicity 

must be viewed as two central and partly coinciding components of Israelite identity in the period 
under discussion. As such, they must form part of the answer to the central question of my analysis – 
i.e., how the identity of Israel is imagined in the books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith. At the same time, 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
argues, convincingly in my opinion, that the English –ism (or French and Dutch –isme, or German -ismus) 
denoting “a system, principle, or ideological movement […] has no counterpart in Greek or Latin either before 
the third century C.E.” (Mason, ‘Jews,’ 461). Instead, Mason claims, the Greek nouns ending in –ismo,j and 
comprising the name of an ethnic group (e.g., Mhdismo,j) are derivatives of the corresponding verb ending in –
i,zw (e.g., mhdi,zw). Consequently, they do not denote a system of thought or belief but an activity, “the 
Medizing” or “Medization” (p. 462-463). 
23 Mason, ‘Jews,’ 462. Besides, the notion is always one of feigned ethnic belonging, not of a full-fledged 
‘naturalization’. It is precisely this notion of feigned belonging that characterizes the first usage of the typical 
compound verb with ‘Judean’ as ethnic component: in LXX Esther 8:17, the gentiles ivouda,izon out of fear of the 
Judeans. The cognate noun,  vIoudai?smo,j, is attested in 2 Macc 2:21; 8:1; 14:38, and 4 Macc 4:26, but rarely 
outside this limited body of literature (Mason, ‘Jews,’ 465). And even here, Mason argues, it seems to be “not a 
general term for ‘Judaism’, but rather a certain kind of activity over against a pull in another, foreign direction 
[…] – that is, not simply clinging to their faith and remaining Ioudaioi, but striving to bring back other Judeans 
and reinstate the ancestral law” (Mason, ‘Jews,’ 465, 467, italics in original). In other words, in the books that 
have shaped our understanding of ‘Judaism’ in the Hellenistic era most profoundly, the term is used with 
caution (after all, there was always the danger of negative associations of feigned identity), and connotes a 
specific activity rather than a system of practice and belief. Ultimately, Mason locates the construal of 
‘Judaism’, understood as a neatly demarcated complex of beliefs and practices that one could appropriate or 
dispose of at will, in Christianity, and thus unheard of at the time when the books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith 
were written (Mason, ‘Jews,’ 468). In fact, even within Christian literature of the first two centuries CE,  
vIoudai?smo,j appears to denote an activity (‘Judaizing’) rather than a belief system. The static definition still 
determining our understanding of the term today was a later development. Mason attributes it largely to the 
work of Tertullian, the third century author whose “writings were crucial to Christian self-definition and in 
creating a Latin theological vocabulary” (Mason, ‘Jews,’ 471). 
24 Mason, ‘Jews,’ 484. 
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i.e., how the identity of Israel is imagined in the books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith. At the same time, 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
argues, convincingly in my opinion, that the English –ism (or French and Dutch –isme, or German -ismus) 
denoting “a system, principle, or ideological movement […] has no counterpart in Greek or Latin either before 
the third century C.E.” (Mason, ‘Jews,’ 461). Instead, Mason claims, the Greek nouns ending in –ismo,j and 
comprising the name of an ethnic group (e.g., Mhdismo,j) are derivatives of the corresponding verb ending in –
i,zw (e.g., mhdi,zw). Consequently, they do not denote a system of thought or belief but an activity, “the 
Medizing” or “Medization” (p. 462-463). 
23 Mason, ‘Jews,’ 462. Besides, the notion is always one of feigned ethnic belonging, not of a full-fledged 
‘naturalization’. It is precisely this notion of feigned belonging that characterizes the first usage of the typical 
compound verb with ‘Judean’ as ethnic component: in LXX Esther 8:17, the gentiles ivouda,izon out of fear of the 
Judeans. The cognate noun,  vIoudai?smo,j, is attested in 2 Macc 2:21; 8:1; 14:38, and 4 Macc 4:26, but rarely 
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caution (after all, there was always the danger of negative associations of feigned identity), and connotes a 
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dispose of at will, in Christianity, and thus unheard of at the time when the books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith 
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vIoudai?smo,j appears to denote an activity (‘Judaizing’) rather than a belief system. The static definition still 
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creating a Latin theological vocabulary” (Mason, ‘Jews,’ 471). 
24 Mason, ‘Jews,’ 484. 
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3 Religion – A Provisional Definition 
 
The awareness that no phenomenon comes to us except through – always already biased – 

discourse is infinitely applicable to religion, which concerns itself with what is by definition 
inaccessible with human words. This remark about the biased nature of our speaking about religion 
actually demonstrates itself: to assume that religion has something to do with transcendence (and 
thus goes beyond human description) is to adopt a definition of religion that may well turn out to be 
a brainchild of typically Western, perhaps even Judeo-Christian thought. Especially post-colonial 
authors have pointed out that like gender, religion is a constructed category, “based upon European 
languages and cultures, and [without a] necessary equivalent in other parts of the world”25 – or in the 
bible, for that matter. In other words, ‘religion’ per se does not exist, except “as an explanatory 
concept for classifying certain aspects of human cultural activity”.26 

Having said this, the challenge remains to read the texts of the bible and translate what we 
find there into terms and images that can be understood in a world where concepts such as religion 
(and gender, and ethnicity) are very present in scholarly and political discourse – although not 
necessarily unambiguous. Needless to say, the very nature of the concepts I discuss (religion as well as 
ethnicity) requires that definitions be treated as neither stipulative nor lexical (even though their 
author may have intended them as such), but rather as descriptions of polythetic classes, whose 
members share a significant number of ‘family traits’.27 

 
3.1 Defining Religion 

Within the social sciences, there are two basic strands concerning the theorization of religion: 
functionalism and structuralism or essentialism. 

Functional approaches are concerned with the role of religion within individual human lives 
(psychology) and/or society (sociology/anthropology), e.g., to provide a “rationale for the structure 
of society and the individual’s place in it.”28 In other words, functional approaches are interested in 

                                                             
25 Fiona Bowie, The Anthropology of Religion, Blackwell, Oxford 2000, 22. See also Talal Asad, Genealogies of 
Religion: Discipline and Reasons of Power in Christianity and Islam, Johns Hopkins University Press, London 
1993, e.g. 29f; Richard King, Orientalism and Religion: Post-Colonial Theory, India and the Mystic East, 
Routledge, London 1999. 
26 King, Orientalism, 10. Something similar can be said about the idea(l) that religion can and should be 
abstracted from the inscrutable conglomerate of politics, arts, ethics, social ordering etc. that makes up human 
culture, an idea(l) that Richard King unmasks as “founded on a secular Enlightenment approach” (King, 
Orientalism, 11). As Jonathan Z. Smith puts it so pointedly: “Religion has no independent existence apart from 
the academy” (Jonathan Z. Smith, Imagining Religion: From Babylon to Jonestown, University of Chicago 
Press, Chicago 1982, xi). Cf. also Mason’s claims concerning ‘Judaism’ in the Ancient world (see above, 
Mason, ‘Jews,’ 484). 
27 See, e.g., Rodney Needham, ‘Classification: Convergence and Consequences,’ Man 10 (1975): 349-369; 
Smith, Imagining Religion; Jonathan Z. Smith, ‘Religion, Religions, Religious,’ in Mark C. Taylor (ed.), Critical 
Terms for the Study of Religion. University of Chicago Press, Chicago 1998, 269-284. 
28 Barbara Hargrove, The Sociology of Religion: Classical and Contemporary Approaches, Harlan Davidson, 
Arlington Heights 1979, 26. Accordingly, it is argued that even more powerfully than ‘regular’ 
institutionalization, religion endows elements of identity with a sense of “untouchability and awe”, protecting 
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what religion does. Structural theories, by contrast, want to define what religion is. They usually 
include a reference to what Durkheim calls “sacred things”, Mol refers to as “a beyond”, and 
Hargrove defines as “a dimension of experience recognized as encompassing something more than 
everyday reality – the holy”.29  

 
Ultimately, of course, ‘essence’ and ‘function’ are intricately related. For the present analysis, 

then, it seems expedient to consider both essentialist aspects of religion (such as the reference to a 
‘holy’, ‘sacred’, etc. dimension) and the function of this religion within the social system of the text. 
An example of such a combination is found in Barbara Hargrove’s definition of religion, which will 
therefore serve as point of departure for the analysis. Hargrove defines religion as  

 
a human phenomenon that functions to unite cultural, social, and personality systems into a 
meaningful whole. Its components generally include: (1) a community of believers who share 
(2) a common myth that interprets the abstractions of cultural values into historic reality 
through (3) ritual behavior, which makes possible personal participation in (4) a dimension 
of experience recognized as encompassing something more than everyday reality - the holy. 30 
 
She adds: “These elements are united into recognizable structures that undergo processes of 

change, development, and deterioration.”31 
Of course, the biblical texts were not written with this definition of religion in mind (nor is it 

always clear whether they are concerned with ‘religion’ in the first place). And as already said, recent 
developments in religious studies seriously question the viability of lists of markers such as 
Hargrove’s in the first place.32 My analyses will reflect these insights in the sense that phenomena in 
the text will not have to correspond one-on-one with Hargrove’s definition in order to be included. I 
view the definition as a useful starting point, but where conventional definitions such as Hargrove’s 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
them from the ever-present danger of disintegration (Hans Mol, Identity and the Sacred: A Sketch For a New 
Social-Scientific Theory of Religion, Free Press, New York 1977, 5). However, as Hargrove puts it: “The 
weakness of functional definitions lies in the contradictory nature of religion. We may define it as that which 
integrates or that which disturbs, that which preaches commonality or that which legitimates class or ethnic 
differences, that which prevents change or that which inspires change” (Hargrove, Religion, 27.) 
29 Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. A New Translation By Carol Cosman, Oxford 
University Press, Oxford 2001; Mol, Identity and the Sacred, 15; Hargrove, Religion, 29. Thus, the football 
match that functions to inspire feelings of enthusiasm and community among its audience – much like a 
religious ceremony might – does not qualify as a religion in the structural sense because it lacks the reference 
to a dimension of holiness. 
30 Hargrove, Religion, 29. Interestingly, this definition of religion is strikingly similar to the definition of 
national identity offered by Ruth Wodak: “National identity is a complex of common or similar beliefs or 
opinions internalized in the course of socialization [...] and of common or similar behavioural dispositions, 
including inclusive, solidarity oriented and exclusive, distinguishing dispositions and also in many cases 
linguistic dispositions” (Ruth Wodak, Rudolf de Cillia, Martin Reisigl & Karin Liebhart, The Discursive 
Construction of National Identity (Critical Discourse Analysis Series VIII), Edinburgh University Press, 
Edinburgh 1999, 28, italics in original. 
31 Hargrove, Religion, 29-30. 
32 If a list is provided at all, the scholar usually hurries to explain that it is provisory and incomplete, and that 
s/he is well aware that ‘religion’ is a polythetic class rather than a fixed category. 
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fail (as they are bound to do), alternative approaches to religion as sense-making principle will have 
to be devised. 

Hargrove starts her definition with a ‘community of believers’. However, since the concept of 
community is rather void without some idea of the beliefs, rituals etc. shared by a group, I deviate 
from her order, discussing myth, ritual, and ‘the holy’ before I turn to community. 

 
3.1.1 A Common Myth 

In the sociology/anthropology of religion, myth is often assumed to be the natural 
counterpart of ‘ritual’, i.e., the verbal rationalization of the belief system that comes to life in ritual 
acts. However, important though the reasoning behind certain ritual acts described in the biblical 
texts may be, my own emphasis is a different one. Basing myself on Jan Assmann, I approach myth as 
“Erinnerung … die aus dem Bezug auf Vergangenes die Elemente eines Selbstbildes sowie 
Anhaltspunkte für Hoffnungen und Handlungsziele gewinnt.”33  

It is one of the tasks of religion “durch Erinnern, Vergegenwärtigen und Wiederholen 
Ungleichzeitiges zu vermitteln.” 34  Although ritual can play a powerful role in the 
“Vergegenwärtigung” of and identification with an imagined past as well, in (rabbinic) Judaism, 
proper understanding of the text largely replaced proper performance of ritual, necessitated in part by 
the destruction of the Temple. This tendency can already be witnessed in the centuries before the 
Common Era, when the canon of the Hebrew was beginning to crystallize.  

Canon as such, and adherence to canon, help to distinguish ‘self’ from ‘other’.35  As opposed 
to a ‘holy text’, which is, in fact, ritual in written or oral form, a canonical text 

 
verkörpert die normativen und formativen Werte einer Gemeinschaft, die “Wahrheit”. Diese 
Texte wollen beherzigt, befolgt und in gelebte Wirklichkeit umgesetzt werden. […] Dafür 
bedarf es weniger der Rezitation als der Deutung. […] Kanonische Texte können nur in der 
Dreiecksbeziehung von Text, Deuter und Hörer ihren Sinn entfalten.36 
 
The books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith can be construed as ‘Deuter’ – interpreters – of texts 

that were en route to being canonized.37 The three narratives regularly allude to and appropriate older 

                                                             
33 Assmann, Gedächtnis, 78. 
34  Hubert Cancik & Hubert Mohr, ‘Erinnerung/Gedächtnis,’ in Hubert Cancik, Burkhard Gladigow & 
Matthias S. Laubscher (eds), Handbuch religionswissenschaftlicher Grundbegriffe. Kohlhammer, Stuttgart 1990, 
311. 
35 Assmann, Gedächtnis, 122-129. Interestingly, Assmann explicitly links the genesis of ‘canon’ with crisis: “In 
Zeiten verschärfter innerkultureller Polarisierung, Zeiten zerbrochener Traditionen, in denen man 
entscheiden muss, welcher Ordnung man folgen will, kommt es zu Kanonbildungen” (Assmann, Gedächtnis, 
125-126).  
36 Assmann, Gedächtnis, 95. 
37 According to Berlin, this is true for all texts from the Second Temple period, which “saw increasing 
involvement with traditional authoritative texts (soon to become canonical), invoking and updating their 
ideology for current application” (Adele Berlin, ‘Biblical Ideology and Its Postmodern Interpretation,’ in 
Manfred Oeming & Hanna Liss (eds), Literary Construction of Identity in the Ancient World. Eisenbrauns, 
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texts that had already gained a certain foundational status but were not yet sacrosanct. At the time, 
the textual identity of ‘Judaism’ was still fluid enough to allow for critical nuances and new additions. 
The books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith offer such nuances, both regarding the image of women, and, 
perhaps more importantly, the image of the community. 

 
3.1.2 Ritual Behavior 

Conventional definitions of ritual (i.e., an act that is characterized by routine and strict rules 
as to how, when, where, and by whom it must be carried out) are poorly equipped for an analysis of 
ritual in the biblical texts under discussion in the present study, where ritual-like acts are often 
performed by rather unlikely figures, and where the reader can only glimpse ‘snapshots’ of events 
that take place just once, at least within the scope of the narrative.38 

 
At least some of these problems may be solved by focusing not so much on ritual, but rather 

on ritualization, as Catherine Bell suggests.39 Taking her point of departure in practice theory,40 Bell 
advocates an alternative, more action-oriented approach to acts usually described as ‘rituals’.41 A 
crucial step away from conventional ritual theory is her insistence that ritual not so much integrates 
separate or even opposing forces - e.g., the beliefs held by society and the individual who has to 
conform to them42 - but rather that it creates a separation itself, namely between the ‘sacred’ and the 
‘profane’:  

                                                                                                                                                                                              
Winona Lake 2010, 352). However, I would claim that the books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith take this tendency 
to a higher level than most biblical texts of the time.  
38 Not only the underlying belief system, but also the rules governing a ritual act would have to be deduced 
from the one instance of its performance witnessed by the reader. This would lead to somewhat absurd 
conclusions, such as ‘every time the head of an enemy is removed from his body, this has to be done in the 
presence of a maidservant’, or ‘the only one authorized to initiate a period of communal fasting is a Jewess 
married to a foreign potentate’. Reversely, fasting is usually seen as a sign of either repentance (Judg 20:26, 1 
Sam 7:6) or mourning (1 Sam 31:13; 2Sam 1:12), or explicitly explained as a reinforcement of prayer (2Sam 
12:16ff). In Esther, however, no clear reference is made to any one of these functions of fasting within the 
belief system of Israel. Does this rule out an interpretation of her fast as ‘ritual’? 
39 Catherine Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, Oxford University Press, New York, Oxford 1992. Smith, in 
Jonathan Z. Smith, To Take Place. Toward Theory in Ritual (Chicago Studies in the History of Judaism), The 
University of Chicago Press, Chicago, London 1987, makes very similar points.  
40 Bell distinguishes four features of practice: (1) situational; (2) strategic; (3) embedded in a misrecognition of 
what it is in fact doing; and (4) able to reproduce or reconfigure a vision of the order of power in the world, or 
what Bell calls “redemptive hegemony”’ (Bell, Ritual, 81).  
41 Bell, Ritual, 88ff. Basing herself on Foucault’s deconstruction of seemingly self-evident discourses and 
Jameson’s critical analysis of the ambiguous role of the researcher, Bell maintains that ‘the implicit structure of 
ritual theory, while effective in identifying a distinctive phenomenon for cultural analysis, has imposed a 
powerful limit on our theoretical flexibility, our divisions of human experience, and our ability to perceive the 
logical relations inscribed within these divisions’ (Bell, Ritual, 17). In other words, the glasses of ritual theory 
appear to be tinted in such a way as to present some observations as obvious, while a priori ruling out others. 
42 This view is held by, e.g., Durkheim and Geertz, who argue that to participate in a ritual means to participate 
in, or even to create, a community, and to implicitly subscribe to the worldview held by this community. 
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Sam 7:6) or mourning (1 Sam 31:13; 2Sam 1:12), or explicitly explained as a reinforcement of prayer (2Sam 
12:16ff). In Esther, however, no clear reference is made to any one of these functions of fasting within the 
belief system of Israel. Does this rule out an interpretation of her fast as ‘ritual’? 
39 Catherine Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, Oxford University Press, New York, Oxford 1992. Smith, in 
Jonathan Z. Smith, To Take Place. Toward Theory in Ritual (Chicago Studies in the History of Judaism), The 
University of Chicago Press, Chicago, London 1987, makes very similar points.  
40 Bell distinguishes four features of practice: (1) situational; (2) strategic; (3) embedded in a misrecognition of 
what it is in fact doing; and (4) able to reproduce or reconfigure a vision of the order of power in the world, or 
what Bell calls “redemptive hegemony”’ (Bell, Ritual, 81).  
41 Bell, Ritual, 88ff. Basing herself on Foucault’s deconstruction of seemingly self-evident discourses and 
Jameson’s critical analysis of the ambiguous role of the researcher, Bell maintains that ‘the implicit structure of 
ritual theory, while effective in identifying a distinctive phenomenon for cultural analysis, has imposed a 
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Viewed as practice, ritualization involves the very drawing, in and through the activity itself, 
of a privileged distinction between ways of acting, specifically between those acts being 
performed and those being contrasted, mimed, or implicated somehow. […] Ritualization 
gives rise to (or creates) the sacred as such by virtue of its sheer differentiation from the 
profane.43  
 
Ritualization is, in other words, a specific form of ‘othering’ – not primarily by creating one 

group versus another (although this may be one of the ramifications), but by creating separate 
spheres of life, imposing order on apparent chaos, or seeing ‘ordinary’ objects or actions in a new 
light. The focus on ritualization as a creative process that is not bound to pre-defined rules opens up 
perspectives for a much broader notion of what qualifies as ‘ritual(ization)’. For Bell, ritual is not a 
specific type of activity directed towards that which an underlying myth or belief system defines as 
‘sacred’. It is the act of ritualization itself that creates a sacred sphere or space and, even more 
importantly, imbues more or less ordinary objects, events, and words with new meaning and 
significance when placed within a specific context.44 

How, then, does ritualization work? First of all, it is a ‘mute’ process: “It is designed to do 
what it does without bringing what it is doing across the threshold of discourse or systematic 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
Rather than simply express beliefs or explain them, rituals thus create a specific type of person. In this 
construal, ritual is always secondary to ‘myth’, and cannot be properly understood without referring to this 
myth. According to Durkheim, for example, a rite can only be recognized as such by referring to the “special 
object” towards which it is directed, and since that “special object” is articulated and represented in the belief, 
Durkheim goes on to posit that “the rite can be defined … only after we have defined the belief” (Durkheim, 
Elementary Forms, 36). Clifford Geertz, in his analysis of religion as a cultural system, also emphasizes the 
integrative force of ritual and its close correlation with myth (Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures, 
Harper Torch Books, New York 1972). Geertz differentiates between two fundamental aspects of religion: 
ethos and world view. It would be simplistic to equate ethos with ‘ritual’ and world view with ‘belief’. Rather, 
Geertz describes the role of ritual as the “symbolic fusion of ethos and world view” (Geertz, Cultures, 113). 
43 Bell, Ritual, 90-91. 
44 In this regard, the Hebrew root vdq opens up interesting parallels: Usually translated as ‘holy’ or ‘holiness’, 
the piel and hiphil of the verbal root denote precisely the process of setting something or someone apart from 
profane reality by declaring it holy within a specific context. This ‘making holy’ does not depend on an 
intrinsic qualitative difference between what is vdq and what is not, but on a divine or human act of 
signification. A point in case is the contrast created between ‘profane bread’ (lx ~xl) and ‘holy bread’ (vdq 
~xl) in 1 Sam 21:4. Both kinds of bread probably looked, smelled, and tasted just the same (both were certainly 
equally edible, as witnessed by David’s request to eat of the holy bread) – but only one had undergone a 
process of ritualization, and thus been transformed into a sacred object. Jacob Neusner, in his study of 
Judaism, argues that Mishnah is in fact a continuation of this process: “Man [sic], like God, makes the world 
work. If a man wills it, all things fall subject to that web of intangible status and incorporeal reality, with a right 
place for all things, each after its own kind, all bearing their proper names, described by the simple word, 
sanctification. The world is inert and neutral. Man by his word and will initiates processes which force things 
to find their rightful place on one side or the other of the frontier, the definitive category of holiness. That is 
the substance of the Judaism of Mishnah” (Jacob Neusner, Judaism. The Evidence of the Mishnah, The 
University of Chicago Press, Chicago, London 1981, 282). 
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thinking.”45 Of course, words are a part of many processes of ritualization – the Eucharist is an 
eloquent example (no pun intended). But these words have no explanatory function, nor are they 
purely narrative. “They are, in the full sense intended by Austin, performative in their particular 
context”46, creating a reality instead of simply explaining or recounting it. 

Second, context plays a crucial role, both as a prerequisite for and a result of acts of 
ritualization: 

 
Semiologically speaking, just as a sign or a text derives its significance by virtue of its 
relationship to other signs and texts, basic to ritualization is the inherent significance it 
derives from its interplay and contrast with other practices.47 
 
There is a continuous circular influence between the context in which an act is performed, 

the act itself, and the participant(s) carrying out and/or undergoing this act. Through acts of 
ritualization, an environment is created that in turn reinforces these acts as ‘special’. Reversely, only 
within a specific (spatial and/or temporal) environment can an act acquire this special quality.48 

A second circularity involved in ritualization concerns the creation of a specific type of body 
– the ritualized body - which in turn is able to perform ritualized practices.49 This point is similar to, 
but not quite the same as the creation of a specific type of individual through his or her participation 
in a ritual act as Durkheim or Geertz construe it. It is a more fluid, less irreversible kind of process, 
with no definite ‘before’ and ‘after’. The ritualized body exists only as long as the ritualization takes 
place. On the other hand, it also opens the way for resistance and creativity, not only due to the 
discrepancy that may exist between outward performance and internal attitude, but even more 
importantly in view of the possibility to engage in processes of ritualization that run contrary to 
convention. By making use of and yet subtly altering the generally accepted ‘rules of the game’, one 

                                                             
45 Bell, Ritual, 93. Bell does not rule out a communicative function of ritualization, but this communication 
occurs on a different level than that of (propositional) language: “Ritual practice as such is always much 
fuzzier, avoiding the distinctive change in state that occurs when things are brought to the level of explicit 
discourse” (Bell, Ritual, 112). It is for precisely this reason that Pierre Bourdieu warns against any attempts to 
simply ‘translate’ ritual into language: “It follows that simply by bringing to the level of discourse – as one 
must, if one wants to study it scientifically – a practice which owes a number of its properties to the fact that it 
falls short of discourse (which does not mean that it is short on logic) one subjects it to nothing less than a 
change in ontological status, the more serious in its theoretical consequences because it has every chance of 
passing unnoticed” (Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge Studies in Social 
Anthropology 16), Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1977, 120). 
46 Bell, Ritual, 113. 
47 Bell, Ritual, 90. The contextual nature of ritual acts prompts Bell to conclude that “there would be little 
content to any attempt to generate a cross-cultural or universal meaning to ritual” (Bell, Ritual, 90). 
48 For example, kneeling down may just be an ordinary body movement – unless it is performed in the context 
of a religious service. In this specific environment, it acquires new significance as part of the act of prayer, and, 
vice versa, reinforces the sacred quality of the environment. 
49 Bell, Ritual, 93. 
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can create a highly effective tension between familiarity and estrangement, highlighting and at the 
same time mocking certain characteristics of a specific ritual practice.50 

 
3.1.3 The Holy 

‘The holy’ precedes or supersedes categorization, and forms the basis for all other aspects of 
religion (myth, ritual, beliefs, even deities, etc.). The purpose of the latter is, very briefly, to invoke 
repeated experiences of ‘the holy’. This, in any case, is Rudolf Otto’s famous construal of ‘the holy’ as 
“the numinous”.51 

However, all that the biblical texts can offer are glimpses at secondary, already categorized 
impressions and expressions of ‘the holy’. Even texts relating direct encounters with the divine, such 
as Elijah’s epiphany on mount Horeb (1 Kings 19) are mediated through and limited by language. 
Even more often, there is yet another layer of mediation and categorization: not just language per se, 
but specific predefined forms of language (cultic formulas, myths, creeds, etc.). Defining religion as 
“Wechselgeschehen zwischen Gott und Mensch” and applying this insight to the religion of Israel, 
Albertz concludes that  

 
für den Religionshistoriker ‘Gott’ nur in sprachlichen Äußerungen von Menschen, in 
religiösen Erfahrungen, von denen sie berichten, in religiösen Symbolwelten, die sie 
entwerfen, und in Worten, die sie zum ihm oder in seinem Namen sprechen, greifbar wird. 
Dies bedeutet methodisch, daß der Ort, von dem her der Religionshistoriker die 
Wechselwirkung beschreibt, nicht bei Gott, auch nicht in irgendeiner angemaßten 
‘Vogelschau’ zwischen Gott und Mensch, sondern allein an der Seite der israelitischen 
Menschen liegen kann.52 
 
The text, then, does not admit direct access to anything like Otto’s ‘holy’, but rather describes 

‘the sacred’ as conceptualized by Durkheim: i.e., that which “society creates and sets its seal on”53 as 
standing apart from “the profane”. Holiness/sacredness is all about demarcation, about “impos[ing] 
system on an inherently untidy experience”.54 The Holy, in this system of boundaries, is human’s 

                                                             
50 For example, all the steps that belong to the ‘correct’ performance of a ritual act may be observed, but by the 
‘wrong’ person (let’s say, a man where a woman would be expected); or the ‘correct’ steps are observed by the 
‘correct’ person, but in the ‘wrong’ location. The crucial role of ‘place’ in ritual has been explored, among 
others, by Jonathan Smith, who argues that “[s]acrality is, above all, a category of emplacement” (Smith, Place, 
104). Smith demonstrates his thesis with the example of the Song of Songs: “When chanted in the Temple (or 
its surrogate) they are, perforce, sacred; when chanted in a tavern, they are not. It is not their symbolism or 
their meaning that is determinitive; the songs are sacred or profane sheerly by virtue of their location. A sacred 
text is one that is used in a sacred place – nothing more is required” (Smith, Place, 104). 
51 Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy, Oxford University Press, London 1936. 
52  Rainer Albertz, Religionsgeschichte Israels in alttestamentlicher Zeit I (ATD Ergänzungsreihe 8/1), 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, Göttingen 1992, 31. 
53 William S. F. Pickering, Durkheim’s Sociology of Religion: Themes and Theories, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
London 1984, 158. 
54 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concepts of Pollution and Taboo, Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, London 1966, 4. Douglas continues: “It is only by exaggerating the difference between within and 
without, above and below, male and female, with and against, that a semblance of order is created.” 
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ultimate ‘Other’. However, even the ultimate Other can be familiarized by means of myth, ritual, etc. 
- ritual, after all, consists not only in the creation of boundaries, but also in the possibility to 
(temporarily) cross these boundaries and partake of that which is, in principle, (w)hol(l)y other. 
Bearing in mind Bell’s concept of ritualization, one could argue that it is the text itself that creates ‘the 
holy’, i.e., that which establishes the boundaries between that which qualifies as holy - vwdq - and that 
which does not. 

According to the biblical texts, only YHWH is inherently vwdq. On a secondary level, objects, 
places, times, and persons associated with him55 may attain a status of holiness.56 Both aspects – the 
image a text creates of YHWH as ultimate measure of holiness, and the mediated holiness of objects, 
persons etc. – are taken into account in the present analysis. 

 

3.1.4 A Community of Believers 

The notion of ‘community’ constitutes the social reality in which myths, rituals etc. come to 
life (and, in their turn, symbolize, reinforce, and occasionally critique the social reality in which they 
were spawned).57 ‘Community’ can be approached from two angles: from outside, with a focus on the 
borders defining the ‘in-group’ and its ‘other(s)’, and from inside, focusing on the institutions 
regulating hierarchies and interactions between different members of the group. 

The community at stake in the Hebrew Bible is, of course, ‘Israel’. However, as argued above, 
definitions of ‘Israel’ could differ significantly, both locally and in different historical periods.58 

                                                             
55 From a feminist perspective, the personal pronoun used in texts discussing the God of Israel is a precarious 
issue. The God of the bible, after all, is neither male nor female, and ‘he’ may in fact be a blend of originally 
‘male’ and ‘female’ deities as the latter were increasingly marginalized and finally outlawed. However, for the 
sake of readability, I follow the choice of the biblical authors to assign at least a grammatically male gender to 
the God of Israel. 
56 Indeed, to be holy is one of the central commandments directed at the entire Israelite community: “You 
shall be holy, for I, YHWH, your God, am holy” (Lev 19:2). The prerequisites for this derivative holiness or 
sacredness may be either cultic or ethical or both. Approached from a different angle, cultic notions of 
sacredness and pollution often had a profound influence on the perception of the ethical behavior befitting a 
‘holy community’ (Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 506). Relevant to the present study, Gerstenberger points 
out that “[a] particularly impressive example for the fact that taboos influence ethical conduct to others is the 
relationship of the sexes to one another and the determination of ‘correct’ sexual conduct as a whole” 
(Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 506). Gerstenberger detects two basic movements regarding this issue. On the 
one hand, the taboos surrounding blood and other bodily fluids “had a separating effect in every regard.” 
Menstrual blood and lochia were regarded as polluting, rendering women ritually unclean for much of their 
adult life. Consequently, women were regarded “with nervousness and suspicion” – after all, physical contact 
with them was likely to affect the man’s state of ritual purity (Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 506). 
Interestingly, Douglas argues precisely to the contrary that the social order puts its stamp on notions of purity 
and pollution held in any given society rather than the other way around (Douglas, Purity and Danger, 1-6). 
Whatever the exact causal relationship between social order and notions of sacredness may be, it seems 
evident that the two are, indeed, related. 
57 See, e.g., Mary Douglas, Natural Symbols. Explorations in Cosmology, Pantheon, New York 1970. 
58 Just as it has become fashionable to speak of ‘religions’ instead of ‘religion’ of Ancient Israel (e.g., Ziony 
Zevit, The Religions of Ancient Israel. A Synthesis of Parallactic Approaches, Bloomsbury, London 2001; 
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‘holy community’ (Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 506). Relevant to the present study, Gerstenberger points 
out that “[a] particularly impressive example for the fact that taboos influence ethical conduct to others is the 
relationship of the sexes to one another and the determination of ‘correct’ sexual conduct as a whole” 
(Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 506). Gerstenberger detects two basic movements regarding this issue. On the 
one hand, the taboos surrounding blood and other bodily fluids “had a separating effect in every regard.” 
Menstrual blood and lochia were regarded as polluting, rendering women ritually unclean for much of their 
adult life. Consequently, women were regarded “with nervousness and suspicion” – after all, physical contact 
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Whatever the exact causal relationship between social order and notions of sacredness may be, it seems 
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57 See, e.g., Mary Douglas, Natural Symbols. Explorations in Cosmology, Pantheon, New York 1970. 
58 Just as it has become fashionable to speak of ‘religions’ instead of ‘religion’ of Ancient Israel (e.g., Ziony 
Zevit, The Religions of Ancient Israel. A Synthesis of Parallactic Approaches, Bloomsbury, London 2001; 
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Although considerably streamlined in accordance with post-exilic ideologies, the texts of the Hebrew 
Bible still show traces of various conceptualizations of Israel, its internal organization (real or 
idealized), and its ‘others’ in different locations and periods. All aspects (borders, hierarchies, and 
interactions) can be - and often are - symbolized through the human body.59 Indeed, it is here that 
processes of embodiment force themselves most forcefully upon the reader. 

 

  

                                                                                                                                                                                              
Francesca Stavrakopoulou & John Barton (eds), Religious Diversity in Ancient Israel and Judah. T&T Clark, 
London 2010), it would perhaps be advisable to extend the plural to ‘Israel’ as well. 
59 Douglas, Purity and Danger; Douglas, Natural Symbols. 
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4 Ethnicity – A Provisional Definition 
 
Instigated by the introduction of ethnic studies in sociology, and perhaps spurred on by the 

rise of postcolonial studies, ethnic identity has made its way onto the agenda of biblical scholarship. 
Recent years have seen a proliferation of titles like Ethnicity and the Bible60, Ethnicity and Identity in 
Ancient Israel61, or From Every People and Nation. A Biblical Theology of Race62, to name just a few. 
The present study is indebted to these analyses, but hopes to add new elements to the discussion by 
the explicit inclusion of religion and gender. 

Even within anthropological and sociological studies, ethnicity is a relatively new ‘buzz 
word’, and one that is still in the process of being defined. After just having established that “ethnicity 
is one of the primary organizing principles of human history”, Paul Spickard and W. Jeffrey 
Burroughs lament that all the same, “no one seems to understand very well how ethnicity works.”63 A 
central issue that divides scholarship in this area concerns the choice between ‘primordialist’ versus 
‘instrumentalist’ approaches.64 According to the primordialist approach, human beings are born not 
only into a nuclear family but just as much into wider social and (perceived) kinship relations, with a 
particular language, religion, and set of customs, all of which are experienced as “at once 
overpowering and ineffable.”65 Primordialists hold that this ‘being born into’ acquires a measure of 
significance that is difficult to negate or to explain as the consequence of conscious choices of the 
individual.66 They are primarily interested in the ‘inside’ of an ethnic group – the features that are 

                                                             
60 Mark G. Brett & Dana de Priest, Ethnicity and the Bible, Brill, Leiden 1996. 
61 Kenton L. Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel. Prolegomena to the Study of Ethnic Sentiments and 
Their Expression in the Hebrew Bible., Eisenbrauns, Winona Lake 1998. 
62 Daniel J. Hays, From Every People and Nation. A Biblical Theology of Race (New Studies in Biblical Theology 
14), Apollos, Leicester 2003. 
63 Paul Spickard and W. Jeffrey Burroughs, ‘We Are a People,’ in Paul Spickard & W. Jeffrey Burroughs (eds), 
We Are a People: Narrative and Multiplicity in Constructing Ethnic Identity. Temple University Press, 
Philadelphia 2000, 1. 
64 Other dichotomies often defining the debate are “essentialism” versus “situationalism” and “modernism” 
versus “perennialism” (Andreas Wimmer, ‘The Making and Unmaking of Ethnic Boundaries: A Multilevel 
Process Theory,’ AJS 113 (2008): 971). Another much discussed issue is the difference and/or correlation 
between ethnicity and race. However, recently several scholars have argued convincingly that even ‘race’ is 
culturally rather than biologically determined: “The process of racial labeling starts with geography, culture, 
and family ties and runs through politics and economics to biology, not the other way around” (Spickard & 
Burroughs, We Are a People, 3). Besides, even if there was any biological basis to the division of humankind 
into races, this division hardly seems relevant for the present study – after all, the Israelite ‘in-groups’ and their 
respective ‘out-groups’ would have shared most if not all markers deemed significant in racial studies. Thus, 
rather than employing the slippery term ‘race’, I will focus on the related concept of common descent, 
expressed in, e.g., genealogies. 
65 John Hutchinson & Anthony D. Smith, ‘Introduction,’ in John Hutchinson & Anthony D. Smith (eds), 
Ethnicity. Oxford University Press, Oxford 1996, 8. 
66 Steven Grosby, ‘The Verdict of History: The Inexpungeable Tie of Primordiality - a Response to Eller and 
Coughlan,’ Ethnic and Racial Studies 17 (1994): 164-171. Cf., e.g., Geertz, Cultures, 49, where Geertz argues 
that it is not ‘man’ [sic] who makes culture, but rather culture that makes man: “We are, in sum, incomplete or 
unfinished animals who complete or finish ourselves through culture – and not through culture in general but 
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claimed as distinct and common to all members of this group – rather than in ethnic boundary 
construction. 

For functionalists or instrumentalists, it is precisely the boundary that is most interesting to 
analyze: “Does not any ‘ethnic’ system rely on an opposition to something ‘non-ethnic’, and is not 
this very antithesis more important than the interchangeable content (of flags, anthems, and the 
applicable vernacular)?”67 Ultimately, the main point of contention between a primordialist and an 
instrumentalist view on ethnicity is not the question whether ethnic bonds are ‘true’ in the sense that 
they refer to genuine blood relations or the like – both affirm that this is not (necessarily) the case. 
Rather, it is the focus (inside or out) and the issue of conscious choice that divides the two 
viewpoints. 

For an analysis that leans on ‘othering’ as one of its central tenets, instrumentalism’s 
emphasis on ethnic boundary construction suggests this approach as most expedient. Another benefit 
is its awareness of the power structures that always play a role in ethnic identity construction.68 
However, instrumentalism’s disregard for the “cultural stuff”69 out of which ethnic boundaries are 
constructed is a distinct disadvantage of this approach. In contrast to instrumentalists, who tend to 
approach ethnic identity as based on conscious and more or less sovereign strategies of élite groups, I 
would argue, with Anthony D. Smith, that “[t]here are historical parameters … to the constructed 
nature of ethnicity.”70 Put differently, the possibilities for the construction of ethnic (or in Smith’s 
account, national) identity are not endless. Specific historical and cultural circumstances form the 
stage on which the drama of ethnic and national identity unfolds, facilitating and restraining it at the 
same time.71 

Recognition of the particularity and historical specificity of ethnic identity is precisely the 
strong suit of primordialist analyses. Of course, unlike primordialism, I am not so much interested in 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
through highly particular forms of it: Dobuan and Javanese, Hopi and Italian, upper-class and lower-class, 
academic and commercial.” 
67  Werner Sollors (ed.), The Invention of Ethnicity. Oxford University Press, New York 1989, xiv. Sollors even 
argues that ‘ethnicity’ is an invention of modernity. I would not go as far as all that – after all, notions of 
‘indigenousness’ and ‘otherness’ are certainly older than modern times. But Sollors makes a strong point in 
asserting that the conceptualization of these notions as ‘ethnicity’ is of relatively recent origin.  
68 After all, those individuals engaging in the business of ascription and boundary marking usually form the 
(political, religious, or, less frequently, economic) elite within a given context. Cf., e.g., Paul R. Brass, Ethnicity 
and Nationalism: Theory and Comparison, Sage, New Delhi 1991, 26, who claims: “Ethnic selfconsciousness, 
ethnically-based demands, and ethnic conflict can occur only if there is some conflict either between 
indigenous and external elites and authorities or between indigenous elites.” In the case of the Hebrew Bible, 
the very fact that scribal expertise was reserved for only a small part of the population suggests that the biblical 
authors formed, or were aligned with the (political, religious, or economic) élite groups of their time. 
69  Fredrik Barth (ed.), Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The Social Organization of Culture Difference. 
Universitetsforlaget; Allen & Unwin, Bergen/London 1969, 15. 
70 Elizabeth Robertson Kennedy, Seeking A Homeland. Sojourn and Ethnic Identity in the Ancestral Narratives 
of Genesis (Biblical Interpretation Series 106), Brill, Leiden 2011, 24. Robertson Kennedy, in turn, bases her 
argument on Anthony D. Smith’s theory of an ethnic “myth symbol-complex” as elaborated in, e.g., Anthony 
D. Smith, The Ethnic Origins of Nations, Basil Blackwell, Oxford 1986; Anthony D. Smith, Myths and 
Memories of the Nation, Oxford University Press, Oxford 1999. 
71 Smith, Myths, 8-27. 
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the exact shape of the culture, religion, or kinship patterns defining ‘Israel’ in a text per se. I am, 
however, very interested in the question when and how the authors imbue them with an ‘ethnic’ (i.e., 
boundary marking) quality. Ultimately, then, aspects from both primordialism and instrumentalism 
contribute to my analysis. 

 

4.1 Defining Ethnicity 

The difficulty remains how to define an ethnie. Most generally acknowledged as ethnic 
markers, besides kinship, are language, religion, and ‘nationality’. However, ‘nationality’ is a tricky 
term when applied to the biblical sources - after all, ‘Israel’ as a nation had ceased to exist before any 
of them reached their final form. John Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith provide a relatively 
extensive list of ethnic markers, without, however, including nationality. They distinguish six 
different features:  

 
(1) a common proper name; (2) a myth of common ancestry; (3) shared historical memories; 
(4) one or more elements of common culture, which need not be specified but normally 
include religion, customs, or language; (5) a link with a homeland; (6) a sense of solidarity.72 
 
A notion that plays in the background of many of the above items is tradition, understood 

both as narrative and as social practices. This “temporal aspect of culture”73 can account both for the 
lasting power of ethnic ties emphasized by primordialists and their changing nature as pointed out by 
instrumentalists. It is the responsibility of the individuals living within a tradition to ensure its 
continued practice and significance: “The physical heritage of ethnicity creates expressive obligations 
and opportunities for behaving as the ancestors behaved and preserving their great heritage by 
transmitting it to generation after generation.”74 On the other hand, transmission automatically 
entails periodic renewal and revitalization – precisely in order to retain their significance, traditions 
must be adapted to the demands of the day. The process of referral to, adaptation and occasionally 
invention of myths of ethnic belonging and of the cultural values and expressions propagated by 
these myths forms an important focal point for my analysis of ethnicity within the biblical sources. 

 
4.1.1 A Common Proper Name 

The first item from Hutchinson and Smith’s definition, a “common proper name”, 
immediately raises several problems. The historical situation at the time when the biblical sources 
were written results in a confusing Nebeneinander of different terms for the same, or at least 
overlapping, entities. Willi’s book Juda, Jehud, Israel75 bears witness to this confusion – all three 

                                                             
72 Hutchinson & Smith, Ethnicity, 6-7. See, e.g., Sparks, Ethnicity, 1-6 for short reflection on other definitions 
of ethnic identity. 
73 Manning Nash, The Cauldron of Ethnicity in the Modern World, University of Chicago Press, Chicago 1989, 
14. 
74 Joshua Fishman, ‘Social Theory and Ethnography,’ in Peter Sugar (ed.), Ethnic Diversity and Conflict in 
Eastern Europe. ABC-Clio, Santa Barbara 1980, 88. 
75 Thomas Willi, Juda - Jehud - Israel: Studien zum Selbstverständnis des Judentums in persischer Zeit, Mohr, 
Tübingen 1996. 
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terms can legitimately be used of approximately the same group of people, yet all three retain 
different nuances (political, geographical, religious) that would be lost if one decided to favor one of 
them at the expense of the others. Besides, it is consequential to differentiate between 
ascription/imposition and subscription, that is, between the external versus the internal moment of 
identification.76 In other words: even if one ‘common proper name’ could be settled on for the ‘in-
group’ constructed in any one of the biblical narratives, one would still have to determine whether 
this is a name they would give themselves, or one imposed on them from outside, or, perhaps most 
interestingly, one imposed from outside but willfully accepted as geuzennaam 77 . A working 
hypothesis might be that ‘Israel’ retains predominantly religious and/or ideological connotations, 
while ‘Judah’ refers to the factual group occupying the territory of the province Yehud. However, it 
remains to be examined whether the books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith share this outlook. 

 
4.1.2 A Myth of Common Ancestry 

Most scholars of ethnicity treat the claim of ‘common descent’ as a sine qua non – if a group 
traces its origins back to a common group or ancestor, it is defined as an ‘ethnic group’, if not, 
something other than ethnicity is deemed definitive for its identity.78 This is not to say that this aspect 
of ethnicity is any more ‘real’ than, e.g., the appeal to an alleged common past. In fact, since 
‘common ancestry’ is often a construct rather than a biological given, this aspect of ethnicity comes 
close to (but does not entirely overlap with) ‘shared historical memories’. 
 

In the Hebrew Bible, the ‘myth of common ancestry’ is commonly conveyed by means of 
genealogies. These genealogies serve not only to prove the lineage of relevant characters, but also to 
supply them with a background that goes beyond the simple ‘facts’ of reproduction. Essentially, Israel 
construes itself as the descendants of twelve brothers and one father: Jacob/Israel. The narratives 
about the family of Jacob and his ancestors (notably Abraham) and descendants (e.g. Moses) are an 
important part of their ‘shared historical memories’, and at the same time constitute the ideological 
basis of current states of affair.79 In the books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith, genealogy and family ties 

                                                             
76 Richard Jenkins, Rethinking Ethnicity: Arguments and Explorations, Sage, London 1997, 167.  
77 A Dutch expression for an ascription that is intended pejoratively but re-appropriated by the group thus 
referred to as a term of honor. It is derived from the French gueux (‘beggar’) and first used in the context of 
the Dutch movement of independence in the 16th century. 
78 Denise Kimber Buell, Why This New Race? Ethnic Reasoning in Early Christianity, Columbia University 
Press, New York 2005, 23. 
79 Other nations as well are retraced to an eponymous ancestor to whom they owe not just their name, but also 
central character traits and a predefined relationship with Israel. Moab and Ammon, for example, are 
portrayed as the fruit of illicit sexual relations (Gen 19:36-38), and will continue to haunt Israel throughout 
much of its history. A sense of ‘sameness’ (mêmeté) over time is implied: Moab is now, always has been, and 
always will be of dubious descent, prone to sexual misconduct and, although related to Israel, intentionally 
separated from and opposed to the descendants of Abraham. At the same time, the notion of selfhood (ipséité) 
is at work here: entire nations are treated as one individual, whose accomplishments or failures apply to 
everyone taking part in the collective. For the concepts of mêmeté and ipséité, see Paul Ricoeur, Oneself As 
Another, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, London 1992. 
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play a crucial role for determining individual and group identity as well, although each employs this 
tool in a different way. 

 
4.1.3 Shared Historical Memories 

Genealogy (or the ‘myth of common ancestry’) and ‘shared historical memories’ are tightly 
knit together in the biblical account. Or, put differently, the ‘myths’ relating each new generation to 
its forebears by means of genealogy form an essential part of the ‘shared historical memories’ of the 
group. Like the link with famous ancestors, shared historical memories also lay a claim on the group 
identifying with them. In Smith’s words:  

 
These meanings and visions are encapsulated in distinctive ethnic myths which, like all myth, 
bring together in a single potent vision elements of historical fact and legendary elaboration 
to create an overriding commitment and bond for the community. [...N]o national 
movement and no persisting ethnic identity can emerge without a bedrock of shared 
meanings and ideals, which guide action and determine the direction of social change.80 
 
In other words: to accept a specific account of history as one’s own creates specific 

obligations to emulate the heroes of the past and carry their heritage into the future. The ‘historical 
memories’ encountered in the biblical texts include, among others, the narratives about Abraham 
and his descendants, an Exodus, a monarchic period, and the experience of Exile/diaspora. Which of 
the larger or smaller events is recalled and re-appropriated in any given source, and how, is revealing 
about the kind of (ethnic) group ‘invented’ in and through the source. 
 

For a group which views itself as bound to a God who is actively involved in history, 
‘historical memories’ and ‘religious myths’ continually blend into one another. However, the specific 
role God plays in history varies in different parts of the Hebrew Bible. While his frequent and overt 
involvement is openly acknowledged in the Torah and the Early and Late Prophets, the books of 
Ruth, Esther, and even Judith are much more cautious regarding such claims. Consequently, it will be 
necessary to closely analyze their appropriation of other texts describing the ‘shared historical 
memories’ of Israel, certainly in cases where God plays a role in these memories. Do the books of 
Ruth, Esther, and Judith take over the claims of God’s involvement unchanged? Do they alter or even 
discard them, turning one-time ‘religious myths’ into ‘shared historical memories’, or vice versa? 
 

4.1.4 Common Culture 

Next, Hutchinson and Smith turn to “one or more elements of common culture, which need 
not be specified but normally include religion81, customs, or language”. Of all the items on their list, 
this is perhaps the most problematic, because the term ‘culture’ resists definition. What is to be 

                                                             
80 Smith, Myths, 57. 
81 To construe ‘religion’ as an element of culture and thus marker of ethnic identity must raise questions 
within the context of my study. Indeed, in this regard, I deviate from Hutchinson and Smith’s definition – at 
least initially, I treat ethnicity and religion as independent phenomena, although their interrelatedness will 
resurface at different points of the analysis.  
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counted as an expression of ‘culture’ is highly subjective. Basing themselves on, e.g., Clifford Geertz, 
Wodak et al. therefore propose an approach to culture that is based on rules rather than content. In 
their own words, they “understand ‘culture’ as a system of rules and principles for ‘proper’ 
behaviour, analogous to the grammar of language, which sets the standards for ‘proper’ speaking.”82 
In line with this approach, I read the biblical texts as parts of a semiotic system, and attempt to 
discover the rules they are based on. To approach culture as a set of rules also implies the possibility 
for outsiders, by learning to play by the rules, to join a different ethnie – a process that is witnessed to 
some extent in all three books analyzed here.83 

 
4.1.5 A Link With a Homeland 

Hutchinson and Smith’s fifth criterion, the ‘link with a homeland’, seems straightforward 
enough. In the ideal case in which ethnic group, nation state, and territorial boundaries are 
synonymous, it seems no more than logical to identify the ‘homeland’ as that region on the globe that 

                                                             
82 Wodak, de Cillia, Reisigl & Liebhart, Discursive Construction, 20f. To some extent, this understanding of 
culture can be compared to Saussure’s differentiation between langue and parole, the former referring to the 
general rules of a language, and the latter to its concrete utterances. An example taken from Geertz’ 
Interpretation of Cultures may help to clarify this point. Geertz likens humans as ‘cultural artifacts’ to the 
cathedral at Chartres, which becomes comprehensible not through knowledge of the “generic properties of 
stone and glass” but “most critically, [of] the specific concepts of the relations among God, man, and 
architecture that, since they have governed its creation, it consequently embodies.” Geertz, Cultures, 51. In 
other words, when studying human culture, it does not suffice to describe food preferences, wedding rites, or 
typical housing arrangements - the ‘stone and glass’ of the culture, so to speak. Rather, it is necessary to ask 
why certain foods are considered proper for particular occasion, what notions about masculinity and 
femininity and the relation between the genders are expressed through the wedding rites, and what the layout 
of a house says about the perception of the family. 
83 A relevant example of ‘common culture’ that simultaneously functions to create clear boundaries between 
in-and out-group, are the rules regarding commensality, “the propriety of eating together indicating a kind of 
equality, peership, and the promise of further kinship links stemming from the intimate acts of dining 
together, only one step removed from the intimacy of bedding together” (Nash, Cauldron, 10). In the bible, 
too, eating, and certainly eating together has more connotations than simply physical nourishment. In the 
most extreme case, it can signify an intimate encounter with God (e.g., Gen 18). More often, it is a symbol of 
group demarcation and in-group solidarity. In Deuteronomy 27, the link between participation in the offering 
meal and ethnic delimitations is explicit: here, the meal is part of a feast celebrating the promise of the land and 
the covenant, and thus, in a way, of Israelite identity per se. Another meal expressly designed to celebrate 
Israelite uniqueness is the Passover meal, ‘of which no foreigner is to eat’, unless he is first circumcised (Ex 
12:43ff). More generally, the expression ‘to eat at someone’s table’ is used several times to imply a relationship 
of solidarity (2 Sam 19:28; 1 Kgs 2:7). Eating/feasting also has many links with gender identity, as does the 
preparation of a meal. The ambiguous potential of food – nourishment and seduction – is often related to the 
equally ambiguous image of woman as nourisher and seductress. See, e.g., Carol Meyers, ‘The Function of 
Feasts: An Anthropological Perspective on Israelite Religious Festivals,’ in Saul M. Olyan (ed.), Social Theory 
and the Study of Israelite Religion. SBL Resources for Biblical Study 71, SBL, Atlanta 2012, 141-168 for a recent 
discussion of specifically festive meals in Ancient Israel. 
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is occupied by this specific group of compatriots. There is, however, more to an ethnic homeland, or 
“ethnoscape”84 than mountains and rivers and natural borders. As Smith puts it:  

 
Ethnie do not cease to be ethnie when they are dispersed and have lost their homeland; for 
ethnicity is a matter of myths, memories, values and symbols, and not of material possession 
or political power, both of which require a habitat for their realization. […] Again, poetic and 
symbolic qualities possess greater potency than everyday attributes; a land of dream is far 
more significant than any actual terrain.85  
 
Through a process that Smith has termed “territorialization of memory”86, an “alleged and 

felt symbiosis between a certain piece of earth and ‘its’ community”87 is accomplished through the 
embedding of memories in specific locations. The birth, death and burial of ancestors or heroic 
figures, triumph or trauma in battle, and other formative moments of shared memory all contribute 
to the symbiosis between a group and ‘its’ space. In cases where the relevant ‘shared memories’ have 
a religious dimension as well, the ethnoscape gains added significance as a sacred space – it is, to use 
Bell’s terminology, ritualized. Two processes are involved in this ‘ritualization’ of the land: “First is 
the association between holy personages in the past and the particular locales of their exemplary 
deeds. […] Second, the land is associated with the community as a whole and bound to it by the myth 
of ethnic election.”88 

The ideal nature of the ‘ethnoscape’ applies to ethnic groups that have never been severed 
from their land, but becomes even more obvious in groups that have – voluntarily or under coercion 
– left their homeland and settled elsewhere. In the Hebrew Bible, in books describing the aftermath of 
the Babylonian Exile, the theme of homeland resurfaces continually. The books of Ruth, Esther, and 
Judith also show signs of this struggle to define and simultaneously claim the homeland of ‘Israel’, 
and each book provides a distinct approach to this issue. 
 

4.1.6 A Sense of Solidarity 

Members of one ethnic group are usually more inclined to sympathize with and lend 
assistance to other members of the same group than to outsiders. There are two ways to account for 
this observation. One seeks the explanation in the (alleged) blood ties between members of an ethnic 
group. To view other members as ‘extended family’ lays an emotional claim on the individual to 
identify with them and their problems. Not to show solidarity with another member of the same 
ethnic group would come close to abandoning one’s father, sister, or child. A different approach 

                                                             
84 Smith, Myths, 16. 
85 Smith, Origins, 28. 
86 Smith, Myths, 151. 
87 Smith, Origins, 28. 
88 Robertson Kennedy, Homeland, 37. Or, in Smith’s own words: “By regarding the homeland as God-given, it 
ties the elect to a particular terrain. The sacred land and the sanctified soil only are fit for the elect, and they 
can be redeemed only on the land where their fathers and mothers lived, their heroes fought and their saints 
prayed” (Smith, Myths, 135). 
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leans more toward the notion that ethnies are essentially groups arising from ‘shared interests’.89 
Analyzing towards whom solidarity is displayed in the texts under discussion here, and on what 
grounds - emotional compulsion or utilitarian adroitness – is revealing about the way the texts define 
their in-and out-groups.  

 
4.2 Ethnic Election 

In the case of Israel, each aspect of ethnic identity is accompanied and reinforced by a 
religious dimension: the conviction of being God’s chosen people. Of course, this conviction is not 
unique to Israel - Smith describes how the persuasion that one’s heritage is unique and must not only 
be preserved but extended beyond the initial ethnic group is a pervasive pattern in a variety of groups 
and situations.90 It is usually cultivated by (religious or political) specialists, and ties together ethnicity 
and religion in a commanding union: 

 
To be chosen in this sense is to be singled out for special purposes by, and hence to stand in a 
unique relation to, the divine. Persons or groups who are chosen are marked off from the 
multitude, often at first by a divine promise, to enable them to obey and perform God’s will. 
They are required to stand apart, to follow a designated oath, which is part of that promise, 
and they therefore play a unique role in the moral economy of global salvation, one that is 
determined for them by the deity, but to which they adhere voluntarily. By doing so, they 
become God’s elect, saved and privileged through their obedience to His will and their 
identification with His plan.91 
 
Smith’s general remarks on ethnic election overlap largely with Vriezen’s somewhat dated 

but still relevant analysis of the specific biblical version of this concept. Commenting on the use of 
rxb (‘to choose, elect’) in the Hebrew Bible, particularly in Deuteronomistic literature and Deutero-
Isaiah, Vriezen concludes: 

 

                                                             
89 Spickard & Burroughs, We Are a People, 8. In their research on the identity of ‘Hispanics’ in the United 
States, Spickard and Burroughs present an approach occupying a middle position between a primordialist 
emphasis on the (cultural) content of ethnicity, and the functionality of ethnic ties highlighted by 
instrumentalists. They construe ethnic attachments as determined by the triangle of shared interests, shared 
institutions, and shared culture. Shared interests are seen as the initial motivation to form an ethnic group, even 
though there may not be any blood ties (not even alleged ones) and very little shared culture. In order to 
achieve these interests, shared institutions arise. These institutions, however, are not purely functionalistic 
organizations, but brooding places for a shared (ethnic) culture as well. In the long run, what binds a group 
together are not the relatively short-lived common interests, but the much more subtle and yet powerful forces 
of shared institutions and culture that “may even hold the group together long enough for a new set of 
interests to emerge”89 – or, in some cases, long enough for a new group of potentially threatening ‘others’ to 
materialize.  
90 Anthony D. Smith, ‘Chosen Peoples: Why Ethnic Groups Survive,’ Ethnic and Racial Studies 15 (1992): 440-
449. 
91 Anthony D. Smith, Chosen Peoples. Sacred Sources of National Identity, Oxford University Press, Oxford 
2003, 48-49. Smith seems to treat Israel as prototype of an ‘elected nation’, but finds evidence of similar 
mechanisms in other groups as well.  
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Erwählen ist die Tatsache, dass Gott aus seinem Gnadenwillen Israel vor allen Völkern zu 
seinem Dienst bestimmt hat; das bedeutet also: 1) Die Entscheidung Gottes als Anfang des 
ganzen Verhältnisses, 2) die göttliche Gnade oder Liebe als Motiv, 3) die göttliche Ehre als 
Ziel, 4) die Separation als Mittel, 5) die Theokratie oder die Weltmission als Weg. 92 
 
In other words – and this is worth mentioning despite its obvious character – Israel’s election 

or chosenness implies the actions of God: the people are chosen by someone.93 Second, election takes 
place despite lack of merits, purely out of divine grace. Election usually comes before uniqueness – it 
is its condition, not its consequence.94 The third point implies the promise to support and protect 
Israel, to turn it into a great nation. It also entails that if and when Israel prevails over its enemies, this 
is based on the actions of God rather than their own accomplishment. And last but not least, it 
suggests that if Israel is threatened or harmed, this is a punishment it has brought upon itself by 
forsaking the God who has chosen it, and not practicing the separation from outsiders intended for 
them.95 Finally, similar to Smith’s notion of ‘global salvation’, Vriezen claims that especially in 
Deutero-Isaiah “Israel ist nun nicht mehr ein Volk für sich und für seinen Gott, sondern ein Volk, 
erwählt vom Gott des Himmels und der Erde, um für alle Völker ein Segen zu sein, in dem Sinne, 
dass es allen Völkern die Gnade und die Erkenntnis Gottes schenken soll.”96 

I suggest that the books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith all deal with the concept of ethnic election 
in one way or another, sometimes emphasizing God’s loving involvement with his people, and at 
other times the high standards of faith and conduct expected of them. Most problematic, especially in 
the books of Esther and Judith, is the issue of ‘global salvation’. How does the often-unbridled 
violence – verbal or physical – against outsiders fit in with an ideal of ‘Weltmission’? At least on the 
level of the text – though clearly not in the socio-historical reality – Israel was able and willing to take 
revenge on its enemies, real or imagined. 

 

  

                                                             
92 Th. C. Vriezen, Die Erwählung Israels nach dem Alten Testament, Zwingli-Verlag, Zürich 1953, 73.  
93 This observation is especially intriguing in texts like Esther, where the concept of election seems to be 
present without naming the ‘electing party’. 
94 The promise to Abram that he will be blessed and made into a great nation comes before the reader is 
informed about any of Abram’s deeds (Gen 12:1-3). The promise passes on to Jacob, not because of any heroic 
or pious acts, but despite his treacherous practices (Genesis 27). The text that comes closest to an election on 
the grounds of special merits is Gen 32:22-32, where Jacob wrestles with God and is re-named Israel, ‘for you 
have struggled with God and with men, and have prevailed’ (verse 28). But even here, Jacob’s achievement is 
ambiguous – he leaves the scene limping, and the divine blessing is not given entirely voluntarily. Prophetic 
writings, too, elaborate the theme of election, and especially deliverance from Egypt, despite Israel’s lowly 
status (examples are Hos 11:1-4; Is 1:2-3; Ez 16, and Amos 2). 
95 Cf., e.g., Blenkinsopp, Judaism, 229. 
96 Vriezen, Erwählung, 71. 
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In other words – and this is worth mentioning despite its obvious character – Israel’s election 
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92 Th. C. Vriezen, Die Erwählung Israels nach dem Alten Testament, Zwingli-Verlag, Zürich 1953, 73.  
93 This observation is especially intriguing in texts like Esther, where the concept of election seems to be 
present without naming the ‘electing party’. 
94 The promise to Abram that he will be blessed and made into a great nation comes before the reader is 
informed about any of Abram’s deeds (Gen 12:1-3). The promise passes on to Jacob, not because of any heroic 
or pious acts, but despite his treacherous practices (Genesis 27). The text that comes closest to an election on 
the grounds of special merits is Gen 32:22-32, where Jacob wrestles with God and is re-named Israel, ‘for you 
have struggled with God and with men, and have prevailed’ (verse 28). But even here, Jacob’s achievement is 
ambiguous – he leaves the scene limping, and the divine blessing is not given entirely voluntarily. Prophetic 
writings, too, elaborate the theme of election, and especially deliverance from Egypt, despite Israel’s lowly 
status (examples are Hos 11:1-4; Is 1:2-3; Ez 16, and Amos 2). 
95 Cf., e.g., Blenkinsopp, Judaism, 229. 
96 Vriezen, Erwählung, 71. 
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5 Methodology – the Power of Form 
 
As stated above, the main purpose of my analysis is to unravel the correlations between 

meaning - understood as contributions to the project of (re-)inventing the religious and ethnic 
identity of ‘Israel’ in the centuries following the Exile - and form - specifically, the use of female 
figures as embodiments of this identity. In order to uncover these correlations, I borrow from a 
variety of methods and approaches, including discourse analysis, cognitive linguistics, symbol and 
metaphor theory, and gender studies. The former two offer theoretical resources for reading the texts 
as products of the socio-cultural environment in which they were conceived, while the latter 
specifically pertain to the connection between the (female) protagonists and the group they represent. 

 
5.1 Text and Identity – Historical Discourse Analysis 

Attempting to define the object of study of historical discourse analysis, Landwehr states: 
 
Diskurse sind alles andere als unschuldig. Vielmehr wird um die Möglichkeiten, gültige 
Versionen von Wirklichkeit zu etablieren, in permanenten sozialen und politischen 
Auseinandersetzungen gerungen. [...] Die kürzestmögliche Bestimmung der Funktion von 
Diskursen muss daher lauten: Diskurse bringen Wirklichkeiten hervor.97 
 
Discourse analysis insists that the ‘creation of realities’ is bound to rules: “Nicht alles, was 

gesagt werden kann, wird gesagt, nicht alles, was gemacht werden kann, wird gemacht, und nicht 
alles, was gedacht werden kann, wird gedacht.“98 ‘Discourse’ can be defined as the set of rules that 
both facilitates and limits that which can be said, done, or thought in any given historical and cultural 
context. Needless to say, the rules themselves remain unspoken. It is the declared aim of discourse 
analysis to explicate them, all the while aware that we are dealing with a “hypothetisch unterstellten 
Strukturierungszusammenhang”.99 In addition, discourse analysis seeks to unmask (or deconstruct) 
the 

 
ideological importance of the implicit, taken-for-granted assumptions (presuppositions) 
upon which the orderliness and coherence of the texts depend. The power to control 
discourse is seen as the power to sustain particular discursive practices with particular 
ideological investments in dominance over other alternative (including oppositional) 
practices.100 

                                                             
97 Landwehr, Diskursanalyse, 91-92. 
98 Landwehr, Diskursanalyse, 20. 
99 Reiner Keller, ‘Wissen oder Sprache? Für eine wissensanalytische Profilierung der Diskursforschung,’ in 
Franz X. Eder (ed.), Historische Diskursanalysen. Genealogie, Theorie, Anwendungen. Verlag für 
Sozialwissenschaften, Wiesbaden 2006, 59. 
100 Norman Fairclough, Critical Discourse Analysis: the Critical Study of Language (Language in Social Life 
Series), Longman, London 1995, 2. Similarly, basing himself on Dan Sperber’s cognitive theory of 
representations and Maurice Bloch’s theories on processes of language formalization, Aaron claims: “The logic 
of expression in the context of a religious tradition is fundamentally governed by the logic of the overriding 
ideology that privileges the trend toward formalization of language”, and concludes: “Stylistics, then, becomes 
the playing field for ideological contests” (Aaron, ‘Reflections,’ 469, 472). 
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Its attention for ‘power’ entails that discourse analysis is concerned not only with what is in a 

text, and how this is presented, but also with what is not in a text: the silences around details that are 
either consciously left out or presupposed/implied.101 After all, it is often in silences or half-spoken 
hints that the ideological content of a text forces itself upon the reader, and that in-groups (i.e., those 
that can ‘take a hint’) are created: “It is in these silences at the margins of the text, in its gaps and 
absences, that the presence of literary ideology is most tangibly perceived.”102 What is left out or only 
implied appears commonsensical, not worth explaining or even mentioning, and thus eludes critical 
questioning. It is, in Bourdieu’s words, doxa, or “that which goes without saying because it comes 
without saying.”103 Attention for the gaps and fissures in the text becomes especially revealing in texts 
like the books of Ruth, Esther and Judith, which stand in a long textual tradition – a tradition they 
quote, subtly allude to, or never mention at all. 

 
The balance between convention and creativity is constitutive for all texts.104 A text must 

employ words, grammatical structures, and concepts that form the repertoire of the cultural context 

                                                             
101 Cf. Fairclough, Critical Discourse Analysis, 5. This implicit content has everything to do with intertextuality. 
After all, implications are only recognized as such if they are explicated in some other text – a text the reader is 
supposed to know and (subconsciously?) apply to the less explicit text. An example is the characterization of 
Haman as Agagite in Esther 3:1. Only a reader familiar with the long-lasting strife between the Amalekites 
(whose king Agag was at the time of Saul) and the Israelites would be able to grasp the significance of this piece 
of information.  
102 Yee, Children of Eve, 24. Yee emphasizes the silent dismissal of information that is not supplied in the text. 
At least equally forceful, however, is the silent acceptance of details that are not made explicit. 
103 Bourdieu, Outline, 167-188, italics in original: “Because the subjective necessity and self-evidence of the 
commonsense world are validated by the objective consensus on the sense of the world, what is essential goes 
without saying because it comes without saying: the tradition is silent, not least about itself as tradition; 
customary law is content to enumerate specific applications of principles which remain implicit and 
unformulated, because unquestioned; the play of the mythico-ritual homologies constitutes a perfectly closed 
world, each aspect of which is, as it were, a reflection of all the others, a world which has no place for opinion 
as liberal ideology understands it, i.e., as one of the different and equally legitimate answers which can be given 
to an explicit question about the established political order; and nothing is further from the correlative notion 
of the majority than the unanimity of doxa, the aggregate of the ‘choices’ whose subject is everyone and no one 
because the questions they answer cannot be explicitly asked.” Similarly, Douglas argues: “The essence of the 
argument is that the logical patterning in which social relations are ordered affords a bias in the classification 
of nature, and that in this bias is to be bound the confident intuition of self-evident truth. And here, in this 
intuition, is the most hidden and inaccessible implicit assumption on which all other knowledge is grounded. 
It is the ultimate instrument of domination, protected from inspection by every warm emotion that commits 
the knower to the social system in which this knowledge is guaranteed” (Mary Douglas, Implicit Meanings. 
Selected Essays in Anthropology, Routledge, London 1999, 203). For an application of Douglas and Bourdieu’s 
theories to prophetic texts of the Hebrew Bible, see Ronald Hendel, ‘Away From Ritual: The Prophetic 
Critique,’ in Saul M. Olyan (ed.), Social Theory and the Study of Israelite Religion. SBL Resources for Biblical 
Study, SBL, Atlanta 2012, 59-79. 
104 Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, University of Texas Press, Austin 1986. 
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within which it comes into being.105 However, a text is also always a novelty, in that it ties what is 
already there into a new system of meaning - it is an amendment of an existing order. Analysis takes 
place where ‘old’ and ‘new’, or ‘rule’ and ‘application’ intersect. Metaphorical and symbolic language 
offers a particularly interesting point in case (see below, section 5.3.1). Admittedly, our knowledge of 
the ‘existing order’ in which the books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith were written is limited at best. Still, 
one salient and well-established feature of this ‘existing order’ is that it allows for the identification 
between female bodies and communal bodies.106 Within this specific discourse, Ruth, Esther, and 
Judith can – perhaps - be read as  ‘oppositional practices’. Their construal of female bodies at least 
appears to be more positive than was common in the discursive background. Of course, discourse 
analysis insists that even as ‘oppositional practices’, they must (appear to) adhere to the rules of the 
dominant discourse in order to be heard at all.107  The existence of older texts to which Ruth, Esther, 
and Judith explicitly or implicitly allude (e.g., the Pentateuch, the Deuteronomistic history, and 
perhaps also extra-biblical sources), along with linguistic and stylistic details provide sufficient 
material to suggest something about the way in which each individual text relates to its discursive 
environment. 

 
5.2 Text and Cognition - Cognitive Linguistics 

The strong and simultaneously weak suit of discourse analysis is its openness in 
methodology. In fact, discourse analysis as such is not a method; rather, it is a summarizing term for 
various methods of analysis united by their foregrounding of the power play inherent in language. 
Thus, many analytical tools of conventional biblical scholarship (form criticism, narrative criticism, 
rhetorical criticism, intertextual readings, and so forth) can be applied within a framework of 
discourse analysis, and will indeed resurface throughout my analysis, as called for. 

However, there is one relatively novel approach (novel, that is, within biblical studies) that is 
suited especially well for an analysis that foregrounds the tension between ‘convention’ and 
‘invention’, and that therefore merits a more thorough introduction: cognitive linguistics.108 

                                                             
105 See Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination and Mikhail Bakhtin, Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, University of 
Texas Press, Austin 1986. 
106 One only has to look at texts identifying Jerusalem as ‘Lady Zion’, or the practice to characterize Israel as 
YHWH’s adulterous wife (e.g., Hosea, Ez 23). There is also a wealth of extrabiblical evidence to suggest that 
this identification was common enough to be called a ‘discourse’ (see, e.g., Marjo C.A. Korpel, ‘Virtual 
Jerusalem. Naomi and Ruth as Symbols of Lady Zion.’ Author’s draft (2012)). 
107 An application of this insight in the field of gender studies can be found in the concept of ‘women’s culture’ 
(Elaine Showalter, The New Feminist Criticism: Essays on Women, Literature, And Theory, Virago, London 
1986). Fokkelien van Dijk-Hemmes fruitfully applies this notion to biblical studies (see Jonneke Bekkenkamp 
& Freda Dröes (eds), The Double Voice Of Her Desire. Texts by Fokkelien van Dijk-Hemmes. Deo Publishing, 
Leiden 2004). 
108 Recently, Ellen van Wolde has introduced cognitive linguistics as a new approach in biblical studies, 
arguing that here, finally, we have a method that is suited as a ‘bridge-builder’ between various methodological 
islands in the sea of biblical scholarship (Van Wolde, Reframing, 19). Van Wolde develops her method based 
primarily on Ronald Langacker’s conceptual grammar (e.g., Ronald W. Langacker, Foundations of Cognitive 
Grammar. Vol. 1: Theoretical Perspectives, Stanford University Press, Stanford 1987). The complex nature of 
Langacker’s model and Van Wolde’s appropriation thereof does not allow me to do more than scratch at the 
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Like discourse analysis, cognitive linguistics foregrounds the interplay between discourse and 
social reality. Put very simply, this approach can be condensed into one question: “How does a 
language allow people to express themselves, to convey significance, and to be understood?”109 In the 
answers provided by cognitive linguistics,  

 
four characteristics figure predominantly: a symbolic conception of language, an 
identification of meaning with conceptualization or mental processing, the important role of 
culture as a category-defining guide, and the assumption that meaning is critically dependent 
both on the individual and cultural construals and on their contexts of use.110 
 
The links with discourse analysis, especially regarding the decisive stamp culture puts on 

language and meaning, are obvious. While discourse analysis alerts the reader to the aspects of power 
and ideology, an advantage of cognitive linguistics is its more refined methodology and, owing to its 
appropriation for biblical studies by Van Wolde, its more direct applicability to biblical texts. 

Central to cognitive linguistics is the “human ability to compare events, register any contrast 
or discrepancy between them, and establish correspondences between the distinct entities.”111 It is, in 
short, the ability and propensity to think in categories. In cognitive linguistics, these categories are not 
defined according to the classical, Aristotelian view as an assortment of necessary and sufficient 
features, with fixed boundaries and without differentiation between various members of one 
category.112 Instead, attention to context and – indeed - power has led to a much more flexible, 
deconstructive approach:  

 
For centuries we have had the false impression that categories define the essence of entities 
and their relations and that their attributes are of a universal nature, but they were in fact the 
expressions of those in dominant positions for defining matters. In fact, categories are not 
global or universal but bound to and grounded in their contexts of use, which also explains 
the switch from a universally-targeted philosophy to a brain- and culture-oriented cognitive 
approach. […] In cognitive terms, categorization is analyzed as the relation between a 
schema and an instance.113 
 
According to cognitive linguistics, there is a continuous exchange between the schema of any 

given category (i.e., the culturally, experientially, historically conditioned definition of what counts as 
a member of this category), and ‘real-life’ instances of such members. These instances are recognized 
on the basis of the a priori definition, and in turn, substantiate this definition or schema by means of 
their distinct characteristics. Central to this process are so-called prototypes – idealized instances that 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
surface of this theory. However, the insistence on the correlation between language and context – understood 
both in the literal/literary sense and in the sense of surrounding cultural and natural phenomena – makes it 
worthwhile to dwell at least briefly on some of its the key concepts. In the following, I limit myself to Van 
Wolde’s appropriation of Langacker’s theory. 
109 Van Wolde, Reframing, 51. 
110 Van Wolde, Reframing, 55. 
111 Van Wolde, Reframing, 23.  
112 Van Wolde, Reframing, 23. 
113 Van Wolde, Reframing, 24, italics in original. 
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 33 

‘embody’ the essential characteristics of any given category, and that can vary in different contexts.114 
Significantly, the notion of prototype extends to more than isolated entities or concepts: as already 
hinted in the passage quoted above, it can encompass entire structures and scenarios as well. A 
prototypical scenario may be defined as “the (narrative) pattern or chain of events that constitutes an 
action, idea, or sentiment”115 within a specific cultural environment. 

Of course, categorization is just one of several mental processes at work in human language 
usage.116 Two other processes with direct bearing on my analysis are grounding and integration. 
Grounding has to do with the specific situation of speech in which an entity or concept is instantiated; 
more precisely, it pertains to the issues of perspective and subjectivity inherent in the use of language. 
In other words, it describes the active role of the ‘conceptualizer’ as “the person who pays attention 
to something and puts it onstage as the specific focus of attention, while other things are left offstage 
or unperceived, and who relates the addressee to what is put onstage.”117 Integration is the mental 
process “in which the selected paradigmatic instances are set in (new) hierarchic syntagmatic 
relationships.”118 Significantly, “[i]ntegration is a predominant feature of texts and discourses: 
linguistic units are combined with each other and integrated in a completely new way.”119 In other 
words, as already pointed out by Bakhtin, each instance of discourse is an arrangement of ‘what is 
already there’ in terms of linguistic and conceptual units (words, schemata, prototypical scenarios) 
into a new structure, resulting in new meaning. I suggest that the symbolic usage of the female 
protagonists in the biblical texts is precisely such a combination of ‘old’ and ‘new’, resulting in a 
particular outlook both on the schema ‘woman’and on what ‘Israel’ is, or should be. 

 
It would lead much too far here to probe any deeper into the theoretical foundations of 

cognitive linguistics. Instead, I focus on Van Wolde’s ideas for the operationalization of the theory in 
the field of biblical studies. Leading for this operationalization is the insight that  

 
a word’s meaning is considered to be both conceptual and contextual. Because of the word’s 
conceptual character, meaning is dependent on construal - that is to say, on the human 
capacity for conceptualizing the same thing, event, or situation in alternate ways. Because of 

                                                             
114 Van Wolde, Reframing, 356. A very simple example can perhaps illustrate the process: human beings almost 
everywhere on the planet are familiar with the category ‘tree’. However, how exactly this category is defined, 
and which specimen are regarded as prototypical or rather atypical (but still recognizable on the basis of the 
schema), depends both on geographical location and local practices of cultivation. 
115 Van Wolde, Reframing, 59. Cf. the notion of type scenes in biblical narrative as discussed in, e.g., Robert 
Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, Basic Books, New York 1981. 
116  Van Wolde, Reframing, 34-43. The second process Van Wolde mentions is that of symbolization, 
understood as the coupling of phonological sounds and semantic concepts. The third is coding, defined as the 
establishment of an individual correspondence between a conventional unit (i.e., a word or cluster of words 
expressing a specific concept) and its instantiation in a specific usage event. Van Wolde, when explaining the 
process of coding, introduces the example of the ‘father’s house’ (ba tyb) in biblical texts, understood both as 
an abstract concept and the concrete household of, e.g., the biblical writer. 
117 Van Wolde, Reframing, 40. 
118 Van Wolde, Reframing, 43. 
119 Van Wolde, Reframing, 43. Below, I argue that the connotations of the concept ba tyb are altered by its 
specific usage in the book of Ruth (sections 6.2.1.1 and 6.5). 
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its contextual character, meaning is dependent on the setting in which the word is used: on 
the human capacity for relating a designated entity to the spatio-temporal, cultural, textual, 
and communicative context and for integrating and grounding it in the speech events, its 
participants, and their respective spheres of knowledge in the speech event situation.120 
 
The analysis of words, clusters of words, and even entire units in the biblical text thus has to 

explore both conceptual and contextual aspects of meaning. Put differently, it must analyze words 
etc. as “figures on a ground”,121 the ‘figures’ being the words or phrases,  the ‘ground’ being the 
cultural, historical, and textual context within which they appear. This insight implies that the 
analysis of a word, phrase, or literary device (e.g., a metaphor) must be multi-dimensional, taking 
into account both conceptual, more general meanings and the specific meaning a word or phrase 
acquires within a particular text. 

 
5.3 Embodying Israel – Tradition and Invention II 

Speaking figuratively, the most central ‘figures on the ground’ to be explored in the present 
analysis are the literary figures of Ruth, Esther and Judith. The entire analysis is based on the 
assumption that these women fulfill a very specific function: embodying Israel.  

Of course, each protagonist can simply be read as a real-life-instance of the schema ‘woman’, 
recognizable on the basis of this schema, and simultaneously substantiating and slightly altering the 
latter. However, I suggest that by means of their integration into and role within specific narratives, 
the women acquire additional meaning as prototypes of Israelite identity, and that their individual 
bodies represent the communal body to which they belong (although, as will become apparent, this 
‘belonging to’ itself is problematic in all three cases) in a manner that oscillates between 
‘metaphorical’ and ‘symbolic’.122  Before (finally) turning to the biblical texts, then, some short 

                                                             
120 Van Wolde, Reframing, 54-55. 
121 Van Wolde, Reframing, 60. 
122 Most extant analyses of biblical texts lack a clear distinction between metaphoric and symbolic language. 
Embodiment as a distinct manner of representation is rarely elaborated at all (although especially feminist 
readings have long observed the centrality of the [female] body in many biblical metaphors - see, e.g., Phyllis 
Bird, ‘”To Play the Harlot”: An Inquiry into an Old Testament Metaphor,’ in Peggy L. Day (ed.), Gender and 
Difference in Ancient Israel. Fortress Press, Minneapolis 1989, 75-94; Claudia V. Camp, Wise, Strange, and 
Holy. The Strange Woman and the Making of the Bible, Sheffield Academic Press, Sheffield 2000; Alice A. 
Keefe, Woman’s Body and the Social Body in Hosea (JSOT Supplement Series 388), Sheffield Academic Press, 
London, New York 2001; Susanne Scholz, Sacred Witness. Rape in the Hebrew Bible, Fortress Press, 
Minneapolis 2010, 179). Interestingly, a relatively simple differentiation between possible symbolic and 
metaphorical functions of human beings, and at least an implied hint at the significance of embodiment for 
both, may already be found in the first chapter of the Hebrew Bible. In Gen 1:26, God states that he intends to 
make “a human in our image (~lc) and as our likeness (twmd).” ~lc, translated here as ‘image’, may be 
construed as “plastisches oder reliefiertes Standbild oder Figürchen … zum Zwecke der Repräsentation einer 
Macht” (Silvia Schroer & Thomas Staubli, Die Körpersymbolik der Bibel, Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 
Darmstadt 1998, 3). Its parallel, twmd, “bezeichnet die ähnliche Beschaffenheit des Abgebildeten mit dem 
Vorbild” (Schroer & Staubli, Körpersymbolik, 3). Apparently, according to the authors of the first creation 
account, human beings represented God on earth both symbolically, i.e., as representatives of his power by 
assignment, and metaphorically, i.e., by reason of a likeness between creature and Creator. Consequently, after 
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deliberations on representation by means of metaphors, literary symbols, and embodiment are in 
order. 

 
5.3.1 Say to Them: ‘I Am a Sign to You’ – Metaphorical and Symbolic Language 

The tension inherent in any given text between ‘what is already there’ (convention) and what 
is ‘new’ (invention) pertains especially forcefully to literary metaphors and symbols. Both are based 
on conceptions, images, and imaginaries present in a particular socio-cultural environment. Their 
novelty consists in the process of joining elements of this environment in such a way that one takes 
the place of the other. Although their primary function differs – metaphors characterize while 
symbols signify – this difference is gradual rather than absolute. A commonly accepted metaphor can 
take on symbolic functions, if, e.g., literary metaphors are appropriated by the visual arts. Vice versa, 
symbols can affect the viewer’s or readers perception of the symbolized entity. Neither one of these 
processes is value-free, and neither can be analyzed without asking who makes a mental connection 
between what, and why. 

 
As pointed out by Max Black, metaphors live by the grace of the interaction between two 

concepts (in Black’s terms, the principal subject and the subsidiary subject).123 Countless words or 
phrases – nouns as well as verbs and even prepositions or adverbs (“I feel down”) – can have 
‘metaphorical potential’, i.e., 

 
the capacity for any word or image to insert itself into a different frame of reference, to 
combine with other words or images to form a semiotic chain or cluster, communicating (to 
the reader, the writer) both an immediate set of associated commonplaces, resemblances and 
differences, and an implicit, unconscious or half-conscious, reservoir of significance which 
may be evoked at any time.124 
 
Through the metaphor, the “system of associated commonplaces” of the subsidiary subject is 

carried over to the principal subject.125 Significantly, not all attributes of the subsidiary subject are 
relevant in any given context - in Ricoeur’s words, a metaphor lives by the tension between “is” and 
“is not”.126 Consequently, in order to properly understand a metaphor, a reader/listener has to be 
aware of the “system of associated commonplaces” of the subsidiary subject, and to be able to 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
a short elaboration on the different domains over which God will appoint human beings to rule, Gen 1:27 
describes the actual creation of the first human – the embodiment, literally, of God’s previously stated 
intentions. 
123 Max Black, Models and Metaphors, Cornell University Press, Ithaca 1976. 
124 Francis Landy, ‘Threshing Floors and Cities,’ Paper delivered at EABS/ISBL Conference Amsterdam (2012). 
The highly associative potential of metaphors also confirms that they are not easily substituted by a more 
literal (and thus allegedly more truthful) description of the same state of affair. 
125 Black, Models and Metaphors, 41. Black himself uses the example ‘man is a wolf’, in which ‘man’ is the 
principal subject (the one being principally defined), and ‘wolf’ is the subsidiary subject (the one which 
substitutes for the principal subject within the metaphorical expression). 
126 Paul Ricoeur, The Rule of Metaphor: Multi-Disciplinary Studies of the Creation of Meaning in Language, 
University of Toronto Press, Toronto 1977, 247. For example, ferocious, treacherous, and even carnivorous 
may all be germane to the construal of ‘man’ as a wolf, but quadrupedal and bushy-tailed are not. 
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distinguish between those associations that are and those that are not relevant in any given context. 
Applying these insights to the present analysis, it turns out that it is not only necessary to decide 
whether or not the protagonists have metaphorical potential in the first place; i.e., whether they 
prompt the reader to tap into a “reservoir of significance” derived from a different frame of meaning 
(specifically, group identity). If this indeed appears to be the case, the reader also has to unequivocally 
identify the principal subject (i.e., the group or community that is being defined) and the subsidiary 
subject (i.e., not only the protagonist who appears to have a metaphorical function, but also the 
specific role she occupies in the narrative, e.g., that of a widow), and finally, to differentiate carefully 
between commonplaces that are relevant in the given context (e.g., destitute) and those that are not 
(e.g., sexually experienced).127 Last but not least, the development of the character within the social 
world of the text has to be taken into account. Is it the status at the beginning (e.g., orphan or widow) 
that counts for the metaphoric import, or at the end (e.g., queen or mother), or is it precisely the 
development itself that is ‘pregnant’ with metaphorical meaning? 
 

Black’s insistence on the importance of “associated commonplaces” already points to the 
central role played by the socio-cultural context for producing and comprehending metaphors. This 
role is emphasized even more in George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s cognitive (or conceptual) theory 
of metaphor.128 Central to this theory are what the authors call “conceptual domains”. They maintain 
that whenever a word, phrase, or sentence is used metaphorically,  

 
part of the conceptual structure of the source domain is ‘mapped’ onto the conceptual 
structure of the target domain, in a one-way ‘transaction’ (as distinct from an ‘interaction’) 
which may alter and reorganize the way in which we perceive or think about the latter 
element.129 
 
Contrary to Lakoff and Johnson, I would maintain that the transfer of meaning works in two 

directions, although perhaps not equally forcefully in both.130 However, their insistence on the 

                                                             
127 To further complicate matters, the relevant commonplaces may not be the same even if two characters 
share a significant social marker: in the case of one childless widow, Naomi, it is indeed her destitute state that 
matters most, but in the case of another childless widow, Judith, the precise opposite is the case: destitution 
does not apply to her at all; however, sexual experience does, and it is this characteristic that is relevant to the 
story line, and, perhaps, the metaphorical import of her character.  
128 Rejecting the conventional distinction between ‘literal’ and ‘metaphorical’ uses of language, Lakoff and 
Turner propose that metaphors shape the very way in which we perceive the world and ourselves in the world: 
“we have found … that metaphor is pervasive in everyday life, not just in language but in thought and action. 
Our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which we both think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in 
nature (George Lakoff & Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, University of Chicago Press, Chicago 1980, 1). 
129 Meyer Howards Abrams, A Glossary of Literary Terms, Thompson, Wadsworth, Boston 2005, 165. 
130 Black also emphasizes the two-way effects of metaphoric language. Feminist exegetes have fervently applied 
this insight to texts like Hosea and Ezekiel 23 (e.g., Alice A. Keefe, ‘Rapes of Women/Wars of Men,’ Semeia 61 
(1993): 79-97; Athalya Brenner (ed.), A Feminist Companion to the Latter Prophets. Sheffield Academic Press, 
Sheffield 1995). Summed up very briefly, their argument runs as follows: By construing Israel as the wanton 
wife of an irreproachable male deity, the texts affect the reader’s perception not just of Israel and God, but also 
of women and men. Whether intended or not, the notion that unfaithful Israel can be portrayed as a woman 
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cognitive and conceptual aspects of metaphorical language is rooted in the same paradigm as 
cognitive linguistics (see above), and points to the same links between language usage and ‘the world 
behind the text’. Applying their approach to the interpretation of biblical texts, Claudia Camp argues 
that the analysis of metaphors may open a window onto the conceptual and social world behind the 
text: 

 
Because metaphor creates a particular relationship between two normally distant concepts, it 
can reveal structures of thought specific to the discourse in which it occurs, conceptual 
structures that motivate (even if they do not fully determine) social structures and 
relationships. Study of the metaphoric systems related to the concept “woman,” therefore, 
allows for the imaginative re-construction of the discourses within which women, as well as 
men, had their identities shaped.131 
 
Although not referring to (historical) discourse analysis with so many words, Camp confirms 

its basic assumptions that discourse shapes worlds, and that it is possible – even imperative – to 
analyze the rules underlying any given discourse, and identify aberrations from these rules. One of 
the central questions underlying my analyses concerns this application and – perhaps – emendation 
of rules underlying metaphorical language involving female figures in the books of Ruth, Esther, and 
Judith. 
 

The significance of ‘rules’ is perhaps even more pervasive in symbolic than in metaphorical 
language. In the study of literature, symbols are defined as words or phrases that signify “an object or 
event which in its turn signifies something, or suggests a range of references, beyond itself.”132 Most 
of these signifying relations are a matter of convention: they are ‘public’ in the sense that their 
meaning is determinate within a given social and discursive context. Other literary symbols, however, 
are more “private” or “personal”. In these cases, the signifying relationship is not a matter of 
convention, but is created by the individual author. As with metaphors, context – both literary (in 
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rightfully enraged husband not only suggests a male gender for the divine person, but also bestows an aura of 
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possible exception of the book of Ruth). Apparently, if one wants to understand the metaphorical potential of 
Ruth, Esther, and Judith, one has to look for other “systems of associated commonplaces” than the ones 
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terms of content and genre) and socio-historical - is vital for determining the gist of the symbol in 
question.  

The differentiation between conventional and private literary symbols is relative rather than 
absolute. Still, I would argue that it is highly significant for the analysis of the biblical texts to 
determine whether any given symbol must be located more on the ‘public’ or on the ‘private’ side of 
the spectrum. After all, as argued by Camp in the case of metaphorical language, the use of symbols 
also betrays something about the conceptual world behind the text. According to some, “wickedness 
personified in the female form”133 was a conventional literary symbol that needed no further 
explication for readers in post-exilic Israel. This by itself is a debatable statement. Even more 
debatable is the question whether the representation of Israel as a good woman was a matter of 
convention as well, or rather of ‘artistic freedom’. And if the latter was the case, would a symbolic 
function of Ruth, Esther, and Judith have been comprehensible at all to contemporaneous readers? 

Apart from the distinction between ‘private’ and ‘public’ symbols, another issue pertinent to 
the present analysis has to do with the ‘inherent similarities’ a symbol may or may not share with the 
entity or concept it represents. The main question in this regard concerns the alleged ‘inherent’ 
nature of these similarities. In some cases, the similarity between symbol and symbolized entity or 
concept is indeed rather obvious, at least at first sight. It appears no more than commonsensical, for 
example, to portray the genealogy of a family as a tree with branches shooting up and fanning out 
from one common root. The similarity between the plant ‘tree’ and the family ‘tree’ seems inherent - 
until one stops to consider the ideological framework underlying such a portrayal of family 
relationships, which attributes the nourishing and unique qualities of a tree stem to the patriarch 
(and sometimes matriarch) of the group, and which appropriates relations by marriage as though all 
links with their own former family tree were severed. What is true for the family tree turns out to be 
true for symbols in general: whether private or public, they are always rooted in a specific cultural 
and ideological background, which allows readers or viewers from that background to instantly 
recognize the seemingly inherent similarities which make the symbol ‘work’ in the first place. 

 

5.3.2 Women’s Bodies and Communal Bodies 

If Ruth, Esther, and Judith are symbols or metaphors of their community, they can be so only 
in and through their bodies.134 The observation that the human body – whether literary or physical - 
can have symbolic functions is neither new nor shocking. Indeed, ‘embodiment’ in a symbolic sense 
has become a central notion in social theory over the past decades. Marcel Mauss, Mary Douglas, 
Michal Foucault, Pierre Bourdieu, Bryan S. Turner and many others have pointed out the crucial 
function of the human body as the canvas on which social identity can be inscribed and which, in 

                                                             
133 Léonie J. Archer, Her Price is Beyond Rubies: the Jewish Woman in Graeco-Roman Palestine (JSOT 
Supplement Series 60), JSOT Press, Sheffield 1990, 105. 
134 This observation affects the analysis on two levels: of the body as a whole, which can - perhaps - be read as a 
symbol of the community, and of individual body parts, which may have symbolic connotations of their own. 
See, e.g., Edouard Dhorme, L’emploi métaphorique des noms de parties du corps en Hébreu et en Akkadien, 
Libraire orientaliste Paul Geuthner, Paris 1923 and Schroer & Staubli, Körpersymbolik. It would lead too far 
here to dwell on the metaphorical or symbolic significance of diverse body parts in the Hebrew Bible and its 
cultural environment. However, I will return to and elaborate the issue in the analyses as appropriate.  
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turn, shapes social identity.135 As Mary Douglas famously states, “[t]he body is a model which can 
stand for any bounded system. Its boundaries can represent any boundaries which are threatened or 
precarious.”136 And it seems as though women are especially suited for this symbolic function - the 
practice of women/women’s bodies symbolizing nations or other idealized groups can be found in 
contexts ranging from Ancient Greece to the French Revolution137 and WWII138. 

The reason for this apparent predisposition of the female body for symbolizing groups is 
rooted in its (perceived) specific nature, which can be summarized into the notions of ‘penetrability’ 
and ‘fecundity’. 

The first, penetrability, is tied to the fact that group identity is by definition concerned with 
the construction and safeguarding of boundaries. The female body (more than the male) is perceived 
as characterized by boundaries, which can be penetrated and consequently are in need of protection. 
It is not without reason that the brothers of the female lover in Song of Songs 8:9 imagine their sister 
as a wall, which they are determined to fortify with towers of silver and panels of cedar. As Rakel puts 
it: “Die Vorstellung eines singulären Frauenkörpers als Stellvertreter für ein feindliches Territorium 
drückt neben der Einheit auch die Verletzbarkeit der Gemeinschaft aus.”139  

Female fertility and childbirth also have important symbolic/metaphorical functions. 
Pregnancy and birth symbolize a secure future for the group, perhaps the most famous example being 

                                                             
135 See Marcel Mauss, ‘Les Techniques du corps,’ Journal de Psychologie 32 (1934): 271-293; Douglas, Purity 
and Danger; Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Pantheon, New York 1976; Bourdieu, Outline; Bryan S. 
Turner, Body and Society. Explorations in Social Theory, Sage, London 2008. 
136 Douglas, Purity and Danger, 115. 
137 Already during the first ferocious years of the French Revolution, ‘Marianne’, a woman dressed in a 
Phrygian cap holding a pike, came to symbolize the central values of the young Republic: liberty and reason. 
Bare-breasted and with desperate determination in her eyes, she adorns Eugene Delacroix’ famous painting 
‘La liberté guidant le peuple’ (1830), which has since come to epitomize the French people’s struggle for 
freedom. 
138 J. Howard Miller’s propaganda poster, featuring a determined-looking but still very feminine female 
production worker in red and white bandana, rolling up her blue sleeves under the headline ‘We Can Do It’ 
was not widespread during WWII itself. However, it has since come to symbolize both the American War 
effort and, from the 1980’s onward, the feminist movement. Both connotations (the unity and strength of the 
American nation and women’s power) were combined in its use in Hilary Clinton’s presidential campaign in 
2008. 
139 Claudia Rakel, Judit - über Schönheit, Macht und Widerstand im Krieg. Eine feministisch-intertextuelle 
Lektüre, Walter de Gruyter, Berlin, New York 2003, 61. Currently, scholarship on rape and its symbolic and 
social connotations proliferates. The need for such scholarship reflects the sad observation that the step from 
the visualization of a community as female to symbolic and actual rape is often small. The aim of such actions 
is not only to humiliate the individual woman, but also to undermine the culture of the enemy and their ability 
to reproduce: “Die Vergewaltigung von Frauen einer Gemeinschaft ist als die symbolische Vergewaltigung des 
Körpers dieser Gemeinschaft zu betrachten” (Rakel, Schönheit, 60). Disturbingly, in some prophetic texts of 
the Hebrew Bible, God himself is the rapist, punishing his own ‘Lady Zion’ with this ultimate form of 
subjugation (e.g., Is 3:16-17; Jer 13:22, 26; Ez 16; 23). For a critical analysis of these and similar passages, see 
Scholz, Rape, 182-195. 
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the announcement that “the young woman will conceive and give birth to a son, and [you]140 will call 
him Immanuel” (Is 7:14). Vice versa, their disruption (through external or internal causes) stands for 
a negation of this future: “While birth would offer an image of passage and the continuity of social 
life, the image of breached birth stands as a symbol of the negation of the future possibilities of this 
world.”141 The same applies to barrenness. Again, the correlation between (perceived) physical 
attributes, abstract conceptualizations and material relations becomes visible. 

 
In the Hebrew Bible, the symbolic or metaphorical use of specifically female bodies is a 

common literary device – one need only think of the portrayal of the sinful nation as adulterous 
woman in prophetic literature (e.g., Hosea, Ezek. 23), and the construal of conquered Jerusalem as 
grieving widow (e.g., Lam 1:1). Wisdom, too, is construed as a woman (e.g., Prov 1:20-33), as is her 
counterpart, Folly (e.g., Prov 9:13-18). The charged character of many of these texts supports 
Chapman’s statement that “gender is a tool of ideology communicated metaphorically”142 – indeed, 
besides penetrability and fecundity, the texts seem to presuppose seductiveness as another inherent 
and metaphorically significant trait of female bodies.  

All examples enumerated above occur within specific, non-narrative genres (wisdom 
literature, prophecy, and poetry). Consequently, they share a number of characteristics: 1) The link 
between the female figure and the entity or quality she personifies is made explicit; 2) the woman in 
question is clearly a literary trope, not a ‘real life’ character;  consequently, 3) her portrayal is one-
dimensional: the only traits mentioned are those directly relating to whatever she represents, and 4) 
there is no development of the character over time. All of these characteristics impact the range of the 
metaphorical potential of the female figures profoundly. 

The female characters under consideration in this study are of a different kind. They figure in 
texts of a different genre – i.e., in narratives. Second, the link between literary character and 
represented entity is implied at best. In fact, it is not at all certain whether the symbolic link is always 
intended in the first place. Third, the women in the narratives are presented as ‘real life’ characters. 
Accordingly, they display a variety of – sometimes contradictory - character traits instead of one 
magnified quality (wisdom, or lewdness, or destitution). Finally, the narrative nature of the texts 
implies a development of the figures over time: the childless widow of the first part of the story may 
turn into the (grand-)mother of a dynasty by its end, and the exiled, submissive orphan may rise to 
the position of a powerful queen. More subtly, a character may change on the inside as well, 
developing traits such as assertiveness or faithfulness as the story progresses. 

The conventional metaphorical use of female bodies is thus subtly altered by a simple switch 
in genre.143 Equally forceful are the modifications introduced on the level of content. Grammatically, 

                                                             
140 Both the Masoretic tekst and the LXX have 2nd fem. sg. (cf. Gen 16:11; Is 60:18): “You (fem.) will call.” 
However, most standard translations ASV, ESV, KJV, NIV, NRSV) have amended this in accordance with the 
rest of the phrase into “she will call”. 
141 Keefe, Woman’s Body. 
142 Cynthia R. Chapman, The Gendered Language of Warfare in the Israelite-Assyrian Encounter (Harvard 
Semitic Monographs 62), Eisenbrauns, Winona Lake 2004, 10. 
143 The women in at least one other narrative text – the book of Judges – seem to fulfill a symbolic role as well. 
They can be read as embodiments of the desintegration of the brotherhood Israel was intended to be (see 
Susan Brooks Thistlethwaite, ‘”You May Enjoy the Spoil of Your Enemies”: Rape as a Biblical Metaphor for 
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Ruth, Esther, and Judith are clearly marked as women, and the connotations of penetrability and 
fecundity apply as much to them as to any other woman (symbolic or not). However, although each 
of them ‘becomes’ a woman in the discursive and social world of the text, they also each ‘unbecome’ 
women at various points in the narratives, in performances comparable to Judith Butler’s construal of 
‘drag shows’. 

 

5.3.3 Female Narrative Characters? 

Indeed, for Butler, gender is never a fact, but always a performance.144 Butler emphasizes the 
regulatory, even “punitive” power of gender over the lives of individual human beings, and refers to 
gender performances as a “strategy of survival”.145 However, much like Foucault, who insisted that 
power is not a negative concept per se – suppression, after all, also implies at least the possibility of 
resistance and empowerment – Butler also stresses the possibility of play, all cultural restraints 
notwithstanding. Based on Derrida’s notion of iterability, she develops a theory of ‘resignification’. 
According to Derrida’s line of thought,  

 
[w]henever we use a term, … we are engaged in an act of citation. […] This repeatability, 
termed iterability, does not always produce stability of meaning. For although we can repeat 
the term we do so in different contexts and circumstances and these affect the meaning 
which is to be derived from it, rendering it indeterminate and not always predictable.146 
What Derrida claimed for words, namely, that they acquire meaning only through their 

repetition in a specific context (cf. Bakthin’s concept of the ‘old’ and the ‘new’), Butler extends to 
acts of gender performance. At the same time, she emphasizes the potential instability this implies for 
the meaning of words and acts – after all, a different context may alter this meaning beyond 
recognition. Consequently, “the task is not whether to repeat, but how to repeat or, indeed, to repeat 
and, through a radical proliferation of gender, to displace the very gender norms that enable the 
repetition itself.”147 In other words, it is through conscious aberrations from the expected gender role 
pattern (‘drag performances’ or ‘gender bending’) that both the performative nature of gender and 
its essential arbitrariness are revealed.148 

 
As literary figures, Ruth, Esther, and Judith combine Ricoeur’s acts of citations with Butler’s 

gender’ performance. Consciously or not, they regularly depart from expected gender patterns. At the 
same time, the performance of their femininity often borders on a stage play, with all the necessary 
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props (clothing, jewelry, food) and standard behaviors (submission, passivity, seduction) involved – 
and with an ironical stab at the perfect femininity thus embodied.149 

Before analyzing Ruth, Esther, and Judith’s performance and sometimes bending of gender 
roles, one important nuance must be added. The content of gender and its performance encompasses 
more than just ‘femininity’ or ‘masculinity’ – it is always ‘intersectional’: “What it means to be a 
‘woman’ or a ‘man’ varies according to other differentiating features of positionality, historical time, 
class, ethnicity and bodily abilities.”150 In other words: gender identity is inextricably tied to other 
aspects of identity, most relevantly, ethnic and religious identity, but also age, marital status, 
economic position, etc. This has important ramification for the analysis of ‘female’ biblical figures. In 
Nina Lykke’s words:  

 
In addition to the definition of intersectionality as a theoretical and methodological entrance 
point to understand power differentials and normativities, it is, second, to be understood as a 
tool that can be used to analyze how political resistances vis-à-vis intertwined power 
differentials and normativities are being built around a resignification of categorizations and 
normative identity markers, and, more generally, how individual subjects negotiate the 
power-laden social relations and conditions in which they are embedded.151 
 
In order to emphasize the “unbounded” nature of the various phenomena entangled in 

“mutual and intertwined processes of transformation”, Lykke replaces ‘interact’ with “intra-act”, a 
neologism coined by Karen Barad.152 The “resignification of categorizations and normative identity 
markers” comes close to the function I assume for the figures of Ruth, Esther, and Judith. It hints in 
the direction of Camp’s observation that “the restructuring of discourses, and the empowerment of 
minority discourses, will likely depend on the capacity of new metaphors to replace old ones.”153 To 
portray Israel as a woman (whether a virgin in need of protection, a wanton wife deserving harsh 

                                                             
149 However, in all of these cases, the women’s behavior turns out to be a farce rather than an affirmation of 
stereotypical gender roles – the males at whom their performances are directed find themselves drained of the 
power that should be theirs according to the standards gender roles in the ‘real’ world. Or is this just another 
example of woman as the ‘dangerous other’, another stereotype confirmed? 
150 Alsopp, Fitzsimons & Lennon, Theorizing Gender, 81, cf. Nina Lykke, Feminist Studies. A Guide to 
Intersectional Theory, Methodology and Writing (Routledge Advances in Feminist Studies and Intersectionality 
1), Routledge, New York 2010, 49ff). The first to introduce the term intersectionality into the debate was San 
Francisco professor of law (and Black woman) Kimberle Crenshaw, who argued: “Because the intersectional 
experience is greater than the sum of racism and sexism, any analysis that does not take intersectionality into 
account cannot sufficiently address the particular manner in which Black women are subordinated” (Kimberle 
Crenshaw, ‘Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination 
Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics,’ University of Chicago Legal Forum 1989 (1989): 139-167). 
Intersectionality has since been loosened from the specific context of black women and legal issues, and 
become a “buzzword” in gender theory in general, even branching out into adjacent disciplines such as ethnic 
studies, queer theory, and disability studies (Kathy Davis, ‘Intersectionality as Buzzword. A Sociology of 
Science Perspective on What Makes a Feminist Theory Successful,’ Feminist Theory 9 (2008): 67-85). 
151 Lykke, Feminist Studies, 51. 
152 Lykke, Feminist Studies, 51, cf. Karen Barad, ‘Posthumanist Performativity: Toward an Understanding of 
How Matter Comes to Matter,’ Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 28 (2003): 801-831. 
153 Camp, ‘Metaphor,’ 33. 
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punishment, or a widow mourning for her husband and children) is a common literary practice in 
the Hebrew Bible. However, there appears to be something new about the way in which Ruth, Esther, 
and Judith function as models of their community and yet at the same time remain individual and 
multi-dimensional human beings. Was the introduction of more positive and life-like figures such as 
Ruth, Esther, and Judith a countermovement, directed against contemporaneous tendencies to 
increasingly portray woman as ‘the other’ of every faithful Israelite man?154 The issue, balancing on 
the brink between literature and social and discursive background, is complicated by 
intersectionality’s insistence on the intertwined nature of the categories and discourses that are – 
perhaps – being restructured. 

 
In a nutshell, I suggest that the books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith make use of ‘what is already 

there’ in terms of cultural and discursive possibilities (e.g., the possibility to imagine a community as 
a woman and the stereotypical/prototypical association of particular character traits or social roles 
with particular groups of women) but amend them to tell a slightly different story. By citing and 
simultaneously reconfiguring familiar concepts, Ruth, Esther, and Judith embody an Israelite identity 
rooted in tradition but able to function in a changing world. Religion and ethnicity form two focal 
points of this imagined Israelite community. At least equally important, however, are more abstract 
aspects of identity – self-assurance, versatility, and the will to challenge worldly power structures. As 
complex narrative figures rather than straightforward literary symbols, Ruth, Esther, and Judith are 
as fragmented and unsettled as human life, and yet at the same time capable of “resetting the stage for 
possible pasts and futures.”155 

                                                             
154 Léonie J. Archer, for example, argues that the metaphorical use “of the Evil Woman, of Wickedness 
personified in the female form” was a new phenomenon in post-exilic literature, or at least gained a canonical 
standard in that period (Archer, Rubies, 105). See also Keefe, Woman’s Body, 167. 
155 Donna Haraway, ‘Ecce Homo, Ain’t’ (Ar’n’t) I a Woman, and Inappropriate/d Others: The Human in a 
Posthumanist Landscape,’ in Judith Butler & Joan W. Scott (eds), Feminists Theorize the Political. Routledge, 
New York 1992, 86. As will become clear, my reading of these figures moves in the general direction of Donna 
Haraway’s notion of ‘figuration’ See my conclusions (section 9.3) for a more in-depth application of this 
concept to the books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith. Rosi Braidotti, too, employs the notion of ‘figuration’ 
(Braidotti, Metamorphoses). However, her definition of the term puts more emphasis on the individual subject 
and his or her agency, making it less suitable for the analysis of literary figures. 
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Analyses 
 

6. Ruth 
So she said, elaborating, ‘Thy people 

will be my people,’ meaning 

take me into your family 

and added as an afterthought 

because she knew it would please  

her sometime mother-in-law 

(does death sever such legal bonds?) 

‘and thy god 

shall be my god’ 

thinking: ‘Now what was he called?’ 

Maureen Duffy   

 
6.1 Ruth in Previous Scholarship 

In her poem ‘Mother and the Girl’1, Maureen Duffy offers a very unorthodox appropriation 
of the book of Ruth. In this somewhat cynical reworking of the narrative, Ruth is in love with Naomi 
– unrequitedly, one might add – and enters Israel only from a desire to be near the older woman. 
Men, even Boaz, are an ominous presence throughout the poem, and God plays no role at all. At first 
sight, Duffy’s reading seems a complete misfit, an affront against a narrative that is loved for its 
sweetness and innocence. And yet it succeeds in capturing many of the ambiguities indeed hidden in 
the narrative. It is, for example, not at all certain to whom Ruth’s affection belongs, or whether she 
really has any desire to join the Israelite community. God’s role in the narrative is ambiguous at best, 
and men – not just the libertine harvesters but the androcentric world in general – are criticized on 
several levels. 

Many commentators of the book of Ruth start their analysis with more or less lyrical 
deliberations on the literary and theological beauty of the book.2 Studies focusing on the religious 

                                                             
1 Maureen Duffy, Collected Poems, 1949-1984, Hamish Hamilton, London 1985. 
2 See, e.g., Hermann Gunkel, Reden und Aufsätze, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, Göttingen 1913; D.F. Rauber, 
‘Literary Values in the Book of Ruth,’ JBL 89 (1970): 27-37; Edward F. Campbell, Ruth (Anchor Bible 
Commentary), Doubleday, Garden City 1975. For example, many include Goethe’s assessment of Ruth as “das 
lieblichste kleine Ganze, … das uns episch und idyllisch überliefert worden ist” (Goethe, ‘Noten und 
Abhandlungen zu besserem Verständnis des West-Östlichen Diwans’. Of course, the commentators then go 
on to prove Goethe’s ironic remark that “das Buch Ruth seinen unbezwinglichen Reiz über manchen wackern 
Mann schon ausgeübt [hat], dass er dem Wahn sich hingab, das in seinem Lakonismus unschätzbar 
dargestellte Ereignis könne durch eine ausführliche, paraphrastische Behandlung noch einigermaßen 
gewinnen” (Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe: Berliner Ausgabe. Poetische Werke 
(3), Aufbau-Verlag, Berlin 1960, 165-166). 
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content of the Ruth scroll abound, as do analyses – in some cases bordering on eulogies - of its genre 
and the literary devices deployed by its author. Only relatively recently have commentators begun to 
open their analysis by pointing out that Ruth is one of just two books in the Hebrew Bible named 
after a woman, and the only one named after a foreign proselyte (if Ruth can indeed be construed as 
such).3  

To some extent, the Wirkungsgeschichte of the book of Ruth in biblical scholarship thus 
mirrors the three concepts guiding my analysis. Readings focusing on the religion or theology 
displayed in the book have been supplemented by feminist critiques concerned with the role of 
women in the narrative and/or the possibility of a female-identified author. The most recent 
development is a turn to post-colonial readings, which thematize ethnic identity and critically explore 
Ruth’s ‘conversion’ to the God and the people of Israel. Incidentally, the turn to feminist and finally 
post-colonial approaches has been accompanied by a marked turn in the attitude towards the book: 
The almost undividedly positive appreciation has made room for a general mood of unease as the 
various power plays in the text are unmasked. 

 
6.1.1 Religion 

Concerning religion in the book of Ruth, two interrelated issues usually claim center stage: 
the involvement of YHWH in the lives of the protagonists, and the concept of ḥesed, traditionally 
translated as loving-kindness. Generally, the narrative is seen as the expression of a more or less 
‘enlightened’,4 Torah-centered Yahwism, although occasionally, attempts have been made to connect 
it to ancient Mesopotamian, Canaanite, or Greek fertility myths and rites.5 

                                                             
3 E.g., Phyllis Trible, ‘Two Women in a Man’s World,’ Soundings 59 (1976): 251-279; Carol Meyers, 
‘Returning Home: Ruth 1.8 and the Gendering of the Book of Ruth,’ in Athalya Brenner (ed.), A Feminist 
Companion to Ruth. Sheffield Academic Press, Sheffield 1993, 85-114; Jürgen Ebach, ‘Fremde in Moab - 
Fremde aus Moab,’ in Jürgen Ebach & Richard Faber (eds), Bibel und Literatur. Fink, München 1995, 277-304. 
4 To speak about ‘enlightened’ with reference to any phenomenon occurring before the 18th century seems 
both an anachronism and an undue value judgment, certainly if one thereby equates other parts of the Hebrew 
Bible with ‘medieval’ expressions of an underdeveloped religion or culture. The notion of a ‘Solomonic 
Enlightenment’ is now largely abandoned (see, e.g., James L. Crenshaw, Old Testament Wisdom. An 
Introduction, Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville 1998, 42-44). Yet since its was first elaborated by Von 
Rad in 1970 (Gerhard von Rad, Weisheit in Israel, Neukirchen-Vluyn 1970), the notion of a Solomonic 
Enlightenment has put its stamp on biblical scholarship in general, and the study of the book of Ruth in 
particular, for several decades. Gerleman, for example, explicitly reads Ruth as an expression of the 
“veränderte Wirklichkeitsauffassung” of the Solomonic Enlightenment (Gillis Gerleman, Ruth; Das Hohelied, 
Neukirchener Verlag des Erziehungsvereins, Neukirchen-Vluyn 1965). Campbell, too, sees links with the 
Solomonic period, without however using the term ‘Enlightenment’ (Campbell, Ruth, 28). 
5 Examples are George R. H. Wright, ‘The Mother-Maid at Bethlehem,’ ZAW 98 (1986): 56-72 and John F.X. 
Sheehan, ‘The Word of God as Myth: The Book of Ruth,’ in Richard J. Clifford & George W. MacRae (eds), 
The Word in the World: Essays in Honor of Dredrick L. Moriarty, S.J. Weston College Press, Cambridge 1973, 
35-46. However, as Katrina Larkin points out, both the Mesopotamian and Greek version of this theory have 
been largely abandoned, since any similarities with, e.g., the Eleusian myth can be explained by the fact that 
both independently fit the folktale pattern (Katrina J.A. Larkin, Ruth and Esther (Old Testament Guides), 
Sheffield Academic Press, Sheffield 1996, 41). An origin of the tale in Canaanite fertility rites is considered 
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Sheehan, ‘The Word of God as Myth: The Book of Ruth,’ in Richard J. Clifford & George W. MacRae (eds), 
The Word in the World: Essays in Honor of Dredrick L. Moriarty, S.J. Weston College Press, Cambridge 1973, 
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The absence of explicitly religious rituals or prayers leads most commentators to conclude 
that ‘religion’ in the book of Ruth can best be described as a particular worldview (‘YHWH is in 
control’), accompanied by a corresponding ethics (‘humans are expected to let ḥesed guide their 
dealings with each other’).6 Apart from this general ‘theology’, some commentators also focus on 
Ruth’s vow of loyalty to Naomi, which they construe as the wish to convert to the God of Israel.7  

 
Compared to the books of Esther and Judith, one might say that the book of Ruth occupies a 

middle position concerning the issue of religion. In Esther, religion and YHWH are entirely absent at 
first sight. The book of Judith, on the other hand, is extremely vocal about the religious acts and 
beliefs of the protagonists and YHWH’s involvement in the plot. In the book of Ruth, God and 
‘religion’ clearly play some role, but scholars disagree about the manner in and extent to which they 
are determinative for the story line. Campbell, in his influential commentary in the Anchor Bible 
series, concludes: 

 
God’s activity is very much that of the one in the shadows, the one whose manifestation is 
not by intervention but by a lightly exercised providential control. It is equally correct to say 
that God is the primary actor in the drama.8  
 
Bush takes up this notion, and adds: 
 
[F]or all its reticence, the story subtly evidences the same view of reality as does the rest of 
the OT narrative, namely that God holds absolute sway over the affairs and actions of his 
world, human and otherwise.9  
 
The notion that God is ‘in the shadows’ in the book of Ruth is rarely refuted except in very 

orthodox commentaries.10 However, the statement that God is nevertheless the primary actor meets 
with more resistance. Sasson, for example, finds God a dispensable embellishment of the narrative. 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
possible (after all, the motif of fertility is prominently present in Ruth, and several details of the story could be 
connected to fertility rites), but remains “highly speculative” (Larkin, Ruth and Esther, 41). Certainly by the 
time the book received its final shape, any link with ancient harvest or fertility rituals had been pushed 
permanently into the background by other themes foregrounded in the narrative. 
6 E.g., Gerleman, Ruth; Das Hohelied, 9-10; Campbell, Ruth, 28-30; Ebach, ‘Fremde,’ 296; Bush, Ruth, Esther; 
Larkin, Ruth and Esther, 11, 49; Marjo Korpel, The Structure of the Book of Ruth (Pericope 2), Van Gorcum, 
Assen 2001, 229. 
7 E.g., Gerleman, Ruth; Das Hohelied; Derek R.G. Beattie, Jewish Exegesis of the Book of Ruth (JSOT 
Supplement Series), Sheffield Academic Press, Sheffield 1977; Leila Leah Bronner, ‘A Thematic Approach to 
Ruth in Rabbinic Literature,’ in Athalya Brenner (ed.), A Feminist Companion to Ruth. Sheffield Academic 
Press, Sheffield 1993, 147-169. 
8 Campbell, Ruth, 28-29. 
9 Bush, Ruth, Esther, 46. 
10 E.g., Johannes Schildenberger, ‘Das Buch Ruth als literarisches Kunstwerk und als religiöse Botschaft,’ Bibel 
und Kirche 18 (1963): 108: “Die Ruth-Erzählung ist eine Führungsgeschichte. Sie zeigt, wie Gott das Geschick 
von Menschen machtvoll und liebevoll lenkt. Er ist der Haupthandelnde.” 
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Based on his reading of Ruth as a Russian folktale, he concludes that God simply has no function in 
the story line – human agents take up all major character roles.11 

However, most readers are inclined to grant God some part in the narrative, although they 
admit that human action is in the foreground. Gerleman forcefully expresses the notion shared by 
many readers that the book of Ruth is essentially a ‘Führungsgeschichte’, with the qualification that 
“die göttliche Führung ist in erster Hand eine Führung des menschlichen Herzens.”12 In other words: 
God is involved in the narrative, but this involvement is seen in humans acting out his will rather 
than in grand or miraculous events. Gerleman goes on to claim that the narrator understands “das 
Geschehen psychologisch und rational”, and connects this understanding with a new form of 
spirituality (Geistigkeit), which he interprets as part of an alleged ‘Solomonic Enlightenment’.13 

 
Gerleman’s choice to interpret the divine guidance in the book as guidance not of major 

events but of the human heart introduces the principle of ḥesed. Many commentators conclude that it 
is through the main characters’ exercise of ḥesed – generally interpreted as religiously inspired ethics 
- that the events of the narrative unfold. Most of them discover a parallel between human and divine 
ḥesed. Campbell explicitly joins the two levels when he claims that “the single most characteristic way 
in which the story-teller makes God manifest … is by working out a correspondence between the way 
God acts and the way people in the story act.”14 Decades later, Jürgen Ebach reaches the same 
conclusion when he asserts: “Gottes Handeln realisiert sich im Handeln der Menschen, seine Güte 
(ḥesed) in ihrer Freundlichkeit und Solidarität (ḥesed).”15  

Often, the generally acknowledged emphasis on ḥesed throughout the scroll has led scholars 
to read Ruth as an illustration of basic principles of the Torah and the Sinaitic Covenant: in Ruth, they 
claim, the reader finds characters who exemplify not only the letter of the law (Orpah, the unnamed 
redeemer), but also its spirit (Ruth, Boaz, Naomi). In their generous application of ḥesed to the laws 
of redemption and levirate, the latter go beyond the call of duty, and thereby ensure redemption and 

                                                             
11 Jack M. Sasson, Ruth: A New Translation With a Philological Commentary and a Formalist-Folklorist 
Interpretation (The Biblical Seminar 10), Sheffield Academic Press, Sheffield 1989, 221. Sasson prefers to 
explain meetings or occurrences otherwise often interpreted as divine guidance as ‘accidental’ instances. He 
finds, for example, that the ‘chance encounter’ between Ruth and Boaz (2:3) “conforms remarkably well to the 
requirement of the folktale in which a donor (in our case Boaz) is to be met accidentally by the hero-seeker 
(Ruth)” (Sasson, Ruth, 221.). 
12 Gerleman, Ruth; Das Hohelied, 10, see also Schildenberger, ‘Ruth,’ 108. 
13 Gerleman, Ruth; Das Hohelied, 10. Another version of this view can be found in Gunkel, Reden und 
Aufsätze. The interpretation of Ruth as product of a time at which Israel had freed itself from the animistic 
tendencies of its early days and had not yet entered the – assumed – legalistic rigidity of rabbinic Judaism, is 
popular. However, apart from the very shaky legs on which this pre-exilic dating of the scroll rests, the 
assumption that religion in general and Judaism in particular can be subdivided into ‘primitive’, ‘enlightened’, 
and ‘legalistic’ stages has long been unmasked as a bias of 19th and 20th century Western (particularly German) 
scholarship under the influence of Hegelian notions about the development of religion in general. 
14 Campbell, Ruth, 29. 
15 Ebach, ‘Fremde,’ 296. 
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a future for themselves and for Israel as a whole.16 The book of Ruth is thus read as halakha of the 
Torah: an illustration and application of the law in specific, sometimes complex situations. That such 
halakha can contain critical elements is shown by Irmtraud Fischer, who argues: 

 
Ruth contradicts the androcentricity of the levirate, which does not focus on the widow but 
only on the deceased husband. She also contradicts the androcentricity of the concept of 
redemption that primarily deals with the man who owns land and the patriarchal family.17 
  
The implementation or revision of laws revolving around the principle of ḥesed is not the 

only way in which Torah and Ruth are connected. Many scholars point out the intertextuality 
between Ruth and narrative parts of the Torah, especially Genesis. For example, Kirsten Nielsen, who 
makes an intertextual reading the prime objective of her analysis of Ruth, concludes: 

 
What Genesis 38 omits to say directly receives full expression in the depiction in Ruth of how 
Yahweh’s choice repeats itself down through this family. […] Through the book the reader is 
convinced that it was the God of Israel who intervened when Ruth became the mother of 
Obed, and that Ruth was not only chosen but was worthy of the choice. Ruth thereby 
becomes a better background for Perez’s genealogy than the story of Tamar would have 
been.18 
 
Nielsen’s reading is illustrative of a general tendency observable in many intertextual 

readings of Ruth, i.e., the assumption that Ruth in some way comments on and ultimately supersedes 
or redeems parts of the Mosaic writings, whether that ‘redemption’ concerns a less rigid application 
of certain laws, the attitude towards strangers, or the treatment of women in the text. 

 
Regarding religion, there is one more point to be discussed: the matter of Ruth 1:16-17, better 

known as Ruth’s vow of loyalty to Naomi. The main question occupying scholars is if and how Ruth’s 
words and actions can be read as conversion to the religion of Israel. There is a significant overlap 

                                                             
16 Thus e.g. Erich Zenger, Das Buch Ruth (Zürcher Bibelkommentare 8), Theologischer Verlag, Zürich 1986: 
“Durch die pointierte Parallelisierung Obed-Perez erhalten ihre Mütter Ruth und Thamar eine besondere 
Dignität: sie werden zu Retterinnen des davidisch-messianischen Lebens. Ruth als messianische Löserin, die 
aktiv dem Kommen des Messias den Weg bereitet – das ist die Vision, die das Buch in seiner Endgestalt 
aufscheinen lässt” (p. 102).  
17 Irmtraud Fischer, ‘The Book of Ruth: A ‘Feminist’ Commentary to the Torah?,’ in Athalya Brenner (ed.), A 
Feminist Companion to Ruth and Esther. Sheffield Academic Press, Sheffield 1999, 41, author’s italics. 
18 Kirsten Nielsen & Edward Broadbridge, Ruth: A Commentary (The Old Testament Library), Westminister 
John Knox Press, Louisville 1997, 17. Nielsen describes her method as taking “explicit references such as the 
mention of Rachel, Leah, Tamar, and Judah as invitations to include precisely these figures from patriarchal 
‘history’ in our interpretation. In addition, we regard the thematic link between the famine and infertility in 
Ruth and the patriarchal narratives as a conscious signal that the book should also be read as patriarchal 
history” (p. 12-13). Earlier, Harold Fisch had made a similar point by claiming that the narratives about the 
daughters of Lot, Tamar and Ruth all share the same structure, but move from a primitive, amoral stage to the 
ethically commendable (and therefore redemptive) stage found in Ruth (Harold Fisch, ‘Ruth and the Structure 
of Covenant History,’ VT XXXII (1982): 425-437). See also Ramona Faye West, Ruth: A Retelling of Genesis 
38?, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, Louisville 1987. 
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here with the issue of ethnicity - after all, Ruth promises to accept both Naomi’s God and her people 
as her own. However, the interrelatedness of religion and ethnicity in Ruth’s promise is rarely 
addressed. 

In general, Rabbinic sources19 and more conventional commentaries assume that Ruth 
indeed converts to Judaism and joins the people of Israel, while feminist and post-colonial readings 
problematize this interpretation.20 An eloquent example for the first position is Schildenberger’s 
assertion: “Hier handelt es sich um eine Heidin, die ganz in das Volkstum und die Religion Israels 
sich einfügt.” 21  The notion of a complete ‘Judaisierung’ of Ruth is essential to Gerleman’s 
interpretation as well; in fact, he claims that this is the main purpose of the narrative: “Ruth zu 
judaisieren, sie religiös und politisch in Juda einzuverleiben, darum handelt es sich bei dieser 
Erzählung.”22 

Scholars working from a feminist or postcolonial paradigm have severely criticized such 
readings. Their criticism can be classified into two kinds of responses. A first group of scholars goes 
along with the construal of Ruth’s vow as a conversion to Israel and YHWH, but problematizes such 
a conversion as oppressive, and the positive evaluation thereof as proof of a colonial tendency within 
the bible itself and certainly within prevalent readings. As McKinlay puts it so pointedly: 

 
Who is this Ruth to whom we are introduced? Is she not the Moabite who speaks the 
language of Israelite covenant theology, the Moabite who knows the requirements of Israelite 
family law? […] This is Ruth who was once Moabite but now is Israelite, denying her own 
language, denying her own spirituality, denying her own kinship claims.23  
 
McKinlay emphasizes that Ruth herself makes the choice to abandon her country and her 

gods, but at the same time points out that her immigration/conversion is problematical. She may be 
“joining the line of Rachel, Leah, and Tamar to become, like them, a mother in Israel”,24 but at the 
same time, she is not allotted full custody of her own child. Ruth may convert to Israel and its 
religion, but at the terms of the Israelites themselves. “It is good to be Israel in the storyteller’s 
world,” McKinlay concludes with pointed sarcasm, “to have one’s cultural identity so warmly 
affirmed.”25  

Other scholars refute the claim that Ruth is converting to Judaism in the first place. One of 
the most obvious hints supporting such a reading is the fact that Ruth is repeatedly referred to as ‘the 

                                                             
19 Based on her study of the Midrash on Ruth, Leila Leah Bronner concludes that the Rabbi’s resolve Ruth’s 
problematic Moabite descent by interpreting her ‘pledge of allegiance’ as a full-fledged conversion to Judaism 
according to the then existing rules for proselytes wishing to join the faith of Israel (Bronner, ‘Rabbinic 
Literature’). 
20 Of course, there are exceptions to this rule, for example an article by Ilona Rashkow, who claims that “[b]y 
one simple statement of God’s name Ruth joins Naomi, her people and her religion” (Ilona Rashkow, ‘Ruth: 
The Discourse of Power and the Power of Discourse,’ in Athalya Brenner (ed.), A Feminist Companion to 
Ruth. Sheffield Academic Press, Sheffield 1993, 33. 
21 Schildenberger, ‘Ruth,’ 108. 
22 Gerleman, Ruth; Das Hohelied, 8. 
23 McKinlay, ‘Harvest,’ 154. 
24 McKinlay, ‘Harvest,’ 152. 
25 McKinlay, ‘Harvest,’ 152. 
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Moabitess’ even after her alleged conversion.26 Bonnie Honig, for example, finds in Ruth’s unchanged 
status as ‘strange woman’ an explanation for Boaz’ fright of the unexpected woman in the night: 
“Boaz is allowed to experience his worst fears about Ruth: that, her conversion/immigration 
notwithstanding, she is truly a Moabite after all, a bearer of a desire that will not respect the proper 
boundaries of male, Israelite subjectivity.”27 All in all, Honig concludes that Ruth’s transition to Israel 
is traumatic and incomplete: employing the psychoanalytical concept of transitional objects, she 
wonders if Ruth’s clinging to Naomi (who, in this account, is the transitional object easing Ruth’s 
move from Moab to Israel) “is a symptom of Ruth’s denial of her loss of Orpah-Moab.”28 In other 
words, precisely because Ruth’s transition to Israel is so radical, it is doomed to fail in the end: the 
severed cultural and religious roots get no chance to heal, and in the absence of ‘scarring tissue’, no 
new roots can be formed.  

 
Summing up, questions about ‘religion’ in the book of Ruth typically involve the name and 

nature of God in the narrative, the necessity to include God in the narrative in the first place, the 
principles of ḥesed and redemption (or more generally, the correlation between religion and ethics), 
links with other parts of the Hebrew Bible (both narrative and legal texts), and Ruth’s alleged 
‘conversion’ to Israel and its God. 

Interestingly, the absence of rituals is rarely thematized. What is the character of a ‘religion’, 
as we find it in Ruth, that appears to know no rituals and in which ‘myth’ (at least myth that is 
explicitly concerned with God) consists mostly of half-spoken hints?29 Is it possible to speak of 
‘religion’ at all here? If so, how does this ‘religion’ compare to other parts of the Hebrew Bible? 
Several scholars suggest that the book of Ruth is not only about Boaz redeeming two desolate women, 
but even more so about the redemption of other parts of the bible – the legal, even legalistic code of 
the priestly writings, or the morally dubious patriarchal narratives – through the more ‘enlightened’ 
approach found in Ruth. Is this a legitimate claim, or is it based on modern and/or Christian ideals of 
what ‘good’ religion should look like?  

Focusing on ‘rituals’ (or rather, ritualization) and ‘myth’, my analysis engages the question 
how ‘religion’ in the book of Ruth is related to ‘religion’ in other parts of the Hebrew Bible. I also 
address the concept of ḥesed, often affirmed as the central theme of the Ruth scroll. Most scholars see 
a connection between the concrete deeds of ḥesed exercised by the main protagonists and ḥesed as a 

                                                             
26 See, e.g, Bonnie Honig, ‘Ruth, the Model Emigrée: Mourning and the Symbolic Politics of Immigration,’ in 
Athalya Brenner (ed.), A Feminist Companion to Ruth and Esther. Sheffield Academic Press, Sheffield 1999, 60. 
27 Honig, ‘Model Emigrée,’ 60. In my own analysis, I hope to show that it is precisely at the threshing floor that 
Ruth shows herself as truly Israelite woman by manipulating a scene of seduction towards her own, non-erotic 
ends. 
28 See, e.g, Honig, ‘Model Emigrée,’ 72. 
29 La Cocque speaks of a theology, typical of postexilic works, that is “strikingly devoid of religious jargon” 
(André LaCoque, The Feminine Unconventional: Four Subversive Figures in Israel’s Tradition, Fortress Press, 
Minneapolis 1990, 92). He explains “the understated language on religious matters, the synergism of human 
agents with God and often the latter’s conspicuous absence, the role of underdogs and women in bringing 
about (partial) fulfillments of Heilsgeschichte” as indicators that Ruth is part of a subversive movement 
challenging Jerusalemite priestly and aristocratic elite (LaCoque, Unconventional, 95). I will return to this 
claim in my conclusions. 
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major character trait of YHWH. However, any approach thematizing religion in the book of Ruth will 
have to reckon with the apparent contradiction between YHWH’s ḥesed on the one hand and his 
dealings with the family of Elimelek in Moab and his hidden role throughout the rest of the narrative 
on the other.30 As often remarked, if YHWH is present in the narrative, it is in and through human 
representatives. Apart from possible parallels between divine and human ḥesed, several details of the 
text also invite an interpretation that views individual human beings – notably Boaz – as symbols or 
embodiments of YHWH. Consequently, I inquire not only if and how the protagonists embody 
Israelite identity, but also more specifically, if and how they embody Israel’s God. 

 
6.1.2 Ethnicity 

The book of Ruth thematizes not only religious, but also ethnic belonging and the crossing of 
ethnic boundaries. Scholars have responded to this issue very differently. Some, like Gerleman, focus 
on the ‘problem’ of a Moabite ancestress in King David’s genealogy, and propose that the purpose of 
the book is the ‘ethnic cleansing’ of David’s pedigree.31 Many others read Ruth as an opposing voice 
to the ethnic exclusivism of Ezra and Nehemiah – a voice that propagates ethnic (though not 
religious) inclusivity.32 Quite contrary to readings underlining the tolerant and inclusive worldview 
of Ruth, scholars tackling the narrative from a postcolonial perspective critically observe that Ruth’s 
Moabiteness is treated as an evil that must be overcome (and that nevertheless clings to Ruth 
throughout the narrative).  

As already worked out above, Gerleman, who is perhaps most outspoken about the ‘Moabite 
problem’ tainting Israel’s great king’s genealogy, posits that the ‘Einverleibung’ of the young Moabite 
woman had to consist of more than ‘pious words and wishes’: “Den entscheidenden Beweis für die 
Zusammengehörigkeit der Moabiterin Ruth mit Juda konnte nur eine rechtsgültige Handlung 
liefern”.33 In his view, the confession of Israel’s God was insufficient – ethnic markers (though not 
referred to as such by Gerleman) such as bloodlines, the claim to a particular portion of land, and a 
shared legal system were equally important elements of Israelite identity. 

Neil Glover, in ‘Your People, My People: An Exploration of Ethnicity in Ruth’, approaches 
the issue of Ruth’s Judaization from a more sociological point of view34. Wondering whether 
ethnicity in the book of Ruth is best construed as ‘unilateral situationalist’, ‘sympathetic (or 
optimistic) constructivist’, or ‘hard primordialist’, and, by extension, whether ethnic conversion was 

                                                             
30 An interesting approach tackling precisely this problem is offered by Marjo Korpel, who reads Ruth as a 
response to the experience of Exile and return, closely related to the works of Deutero-Isaiah and 
Lamentations (Korpel, Ruth). According to Korpel, Naomi symbolizes the old Zion, who struggles with a God 
who seems to have deserted her. Ruth, on the other hand, is the new Zion, the redeemed bride who will resettle 
the land under the wings of YHWH (Korpel, Ruth, 232). 
31 Gerleman, Ruth; Das Hohelied. 
32 E.g., Zenger, Ruth; Ebach, ‘Fremde’; Korpel, Ruth. Incidentally, an exception to this restricted emphasis on 
ethnic tolerance is found in Alastair Hunter’s article ‘How Many Gods Had Ruth?’ Hunter construes the 
narrative as a “significant counterweight to the Deuteronomic polemic against ‘foreign gods’ with which the 
Hebrew scriptures resonate” (Alastair Hunter, ‘How Many Gods Had Ruth?,’ Scottish Journal of Theology 34 
(1981): 436). 
33 Gerleman, Ruth; Das Hohelied, 9. 
34 Neil Glover, ‘Your People, My People: An Exploration of Ethnicity in Ruth,’ JSOT 33 (2009): 293-313. 
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a viable possibility for Ruth at all, he attends to the different scenes and details in the narrative that 
refer to Ruth’s ethnic belonging. He concludes that Ruth does manage to cross the ethnic boundary 
of Israel. However, this is not achieved simply by declaring her wish to do so in Ruth 4:16-17, nor 
through “mere kindness or industry.”35 Rather, “[s]he must counter Moabite stereotypes and align 
herself with the heroes and heroines of the Israelite tradition.”36 Having done so successfully, Glover 
asserts, Ruth is accepted into the community ‘of optimistic constructivists’ residing in Bethlehem. 
Perhaps surprisingly, Glover argues that this approach to the stranger who wants to join Israel does 
not differ so much from the one found in Ezra/Nehemiah: although their emphasis on the boundaries 
necessary to ensure the survival of the ethnic group is even stronger, strangers willing to adopt an 
Israelite lifestyle might have been accepted even by these ardent defenders of Israelite identity. 
Indeed, Glover suggests that “if Ruth had crept into the threshing floor and found herself at the feet 
of Nehemiah, her story may still have had the same ending.”37 

Gerleman and Glover thus both acknowledge and endorse the ethnic boundaries of Israel, 
although they allow for ‘foreign elements’ to be ‘naturalized’ into the Israelite ethnie. Jürgen Ebach 
takes the opposite stance: In ‘Fremde in Moab, Fremde aus Moab’, he argues that the Ruth scroll 
nuances the tendency to think of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ by engaging other biblical narratives – narratives 
which emphasize Israel’s own status as ‘stranger’ and the universality of creation theology. Both 
Ezra/Nehemiah and Ruth, he asserts, actively remember and appropriate biblical tradition, but they 
do so very differently. The former conjure up memories of ‘strange women’ who have threatened 
Israel’s identity in the past, and turn this into a praxis of radical exclusion. The book of Ruth, on the 
other hand, looks back to the times when Israel herself was a stranger in Canaan (Abraham) and 
Egypt. This memory results in a very different praxis: namely “to love your neighbor as yourself”. 
Ebach proposes a ‘biblical anthropology’ that is characterized by the dialectic between universal 
creation and particular history.38 In this dialectic, the Ruth scroll claims a special place:  

 
Die Rutherzählung ist so partikular, erzählt so konsequent eine einzelne Geschichte, … dass 
sie – und das ist die Pointe der literarischen Opposition gegen das Esra-Nehemia-Konzept – 
in dem Beharren auf dem Besonderen universal wird. […] Die Normen werden nicht 
universal überboten, sondern partikular unterlaufen – und darin ihres Scheins entkleidet. 
Eben darin zielt die einzelne Geschichte auf eine universale (nicht universelle!) Ethik.39 
 
Whereas Gerleman and Glover emphasize Israel’s ethnic boundaries and accept them as 

legitimate, and Ebach argues for the relativization of these boundaries in the book of Ruth, yet other 
readers affirm but criticize the presence of such boundaries in the narrative.  

One such reading is Donaldson’s article ‘The Sign of Orpah. Reading Ruth through Native 
Eyes’.40 Donaldson starts her analysis by referring to some of Ruth’s co-texts within the biblical 
canon: The story of Lot and his daughter’s (Gen 19:36-37), an incident of illicit sexual relations 

                                                             
35 Glover, ‘Your People,’ 303. 
36 Glover, ‘Your People,’ 303. 
37 Glover, ‘Your People,’ 309. 
38 Ebach, ‘Fremde,’ 291. 
39 Ebach, ‘Fremde,’ 294. 
40 Laura E. Donaldson, ‘The Sign of Orpah: Reading Ruth Through Native Eyes,’ in Rasiah S. Sugirtharajah 
(ed.), The Postcolonial Biblical Reader. Blackwell, Malden 2006, 159-170. 
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between the Israelites and the people of Moab during the Exodus (Num25:1-3), and the prohibition 
to admit any Ammonite or Moabite to the ‘assembly of the Lord’ for ten succeeding generations (Dtr 
23:4). These texts, Donaldson asserts, set the scene for the opening verses of Ruth, at least for the 
informed reader. Additionally, they serve to legitimize humanitarian crimes committed by the 
Israelites in other parts of the Old Testament.41 

The denigrating picture painted of Moab in general and Moabite women in particular is not 
the only problem Donaldson discovers in the text. The figure of Ruth herself does not meet with 
Donaldson’s approval either, because she willingly breaks with her cultural past and lets herself be 
used for the ends of the Israelite community.42 Appalled by the ease with which Ruth abandons her 
cultural and religious roots, Donaldson turns to Orpah as a symbol of hope for indigenous women 
trying to read the bible in a liberating way. 

 
Summing up, most analyses of the ethnic identity and boundaries constructed in the book of 

Ruth focus on the textual traditions to which the narrative refers, or which it appears to criticize 
(notably Ezra and Nehemiah).43 My own reading takes a similar direction, specifically construing 
these traditions as ‘shared historical memories’ and ‘myths of common ancestry’. First, however, I 
explore how the figure of the ‘stranger’ (ger / nokriah) functions in the narrative as a counterpoint 
challenging too ‘neat’ a conception of Israelite identity. Finally, I read Ruth’s promise to Naomi 
through the lenses of ethnic and speech act theory44, construing it as an attempt to cross the ethnic 
boundary by appropriating the principle of ḥesed. 

 
6.1.3 Gender 

“Men do well to beware of beautiful and cunning women striving to achieve their own ends” 
– or so Hermann Gunkel concludes in his 1913 essay on the book of Ruth.45 Fortunately, most 
readers of the Ruth scroll share neither Gunkel’s negative evaluation of female initiative nor his 
conclusion that Ruth’s attachment to her deceased husband is the main purpose of the story. 

                                                             
41 The Wirkungsgeschichte of these texts reaches even further. Donaldson asserts that “[t]he belief in Moabite 
women as a hypersexualized threat to Israelite men prophetically augurs the Christian attitude toward the 
indigenous women of the America’s” (Donaldson, ‘Orpah,’ 162).  
42 Donaldson places Ruth next to figures such as La Malinche, “the Aztec woman who became a consort of, 
and collaborator with, the conquistador Hernán Cortés”, Pocahontas, and the biblical Rahab, “both of whom 
have played important roles in the construction of national narratives and both, like La Malinche, have been 
mythologized as facilitating conquest through their relationships with colonizing men” (Donaldson, ‘Orpah,’ 
163, 164). Other examples are Honig, ‘Model Emigrée’; McKinlay, ‘Harvest’, and Athalya Brenner, ‘Ruth as a 
Foreign Worker and the Politics of Exogamy,’ in Athalya Brenner (ed.), Feminist Companion to Ruth and 
Esther. Sheffield Academic Press, Sheffield 1999, 158-162. 
43 E.g, Ebach, ‘Fremde’; Korpel, Ruth; Glover, ‘Your People’. 
44 John L. Austin, How to Do Things With Words (The William James Lectures), Harvard U.P, Cambridge 
1962. 
45 My translation of “…dem möchten wir diese empfehlen, dass Männer gut tun, sich vor schönen und klugen 
Frauen, die ihren Willen durchsetzen wollen, in acht zu nehmen” (Gunkel, Reden und Aufsätze, 89). 
Interestingly, for Gunkel, Mahlon is the end towards which the entire narrative moves, although this 
unfortunate young man dies 5 verses into the text and is not mentioned again until 4:9. 
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As one of only two books in the bible named after a woman, the Ruth scroll has naturally 
claimed a prominent place in feminist scholarship. But scholars with no affiliation with feminist 
exegesis have also commented on the gender roles they perceived in the narrative. Generally, 
conventional scholarship finds warm words of praise for Ruth’s loyalty and readiness to sacrifice her 
own security for Naomi’s, while feminist readings emphasize both the self-sufficiency and 
assertiveness of the women, and the embeddedness of the narrative in a patriarchal world that is 
amended but not undone in and by the narrative. Several scholars have proposed female authorship,46 
or at least roots in a ‘women’s culture’47 for the book. More recently, some authors have questioned 
the fixed nature of gender roles in Ruth, pointing to the many instances in which women are 
portrayed as fulfilling parts usually reserved for men.48 Building further on this argument, the bond 
between Ruth and Naomi has been approached as a romantic love relationship rather than the 
devotion of daughter(-in-law) and mother(-in-law).49 

 
A relatively early feminist reading is offered by Phyllis Trible’s ‘Two Women in a Man’s 

World’.50 As is already clear from the title, Trible is very much aware of the gender-stereotypes and 
disadvantages to women found in the narrative. At the same time, she appreciates the narrative’s – 
albeit partial – challenges to the patriarchal world. The evolvement of the story line from desolation 
to fullness allows Trible to read the book of Ruth as a comedy. Her focus on (gender) identity and 
agency results in a reading in which women both personify and bring about divine blessing. The men 
in the story are either denied a complete identity (Mahlon, Kilion, the anonymous kinsman) or must 
be urged into action by the women (Boaz). “As a whole”, Trible concludes, “this comedy suggests a 
theological interpretation of feminism: women working out their own salvation with fear and 
trembling, for it is God who works in them.”51 Trible differentiates between the narrative world that 
is controlled by women who take their destiny into their own hands, and the world in which this 
narrative is set, where males and male priorities are in charge. An eloquent example is the public 
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scene in the city gate, a scene that involves exclusively male characters, and yet has been brought 
about by the action of women.52 

 
I have already pointed out that the book of Ruth is often read as an amendment of Mosaic 

literature, concerning, e.g., the role and interpretation of the Law. Other scholars construe Ruth as a 
reworking of Mosaic literature from a gender-related point of view.53 For example, Leila Leah 
Bronner argues that in the book of Ruth, two women voluntarily enter into a relationship not as rivals 
struggling for the affection of one man, but as mother and daughter. She discovers a significant 
contrast with narratives in Genesis that feature relationships between women (Sarah and Hagar, 
Rachel and Leah, Hannah and Peninnah) as characterized by jealousy and spitefulness. “The pattern 
set by the matriarchs in Genesis is remade by love in Ruth”,54 Bronner concludes. 

Similarly, Clara Butting focuses on the function of genealogies in Genesis and the book of 
Ruth. According to her reading, the main function of the different toledoth in Genesis is to establish a 
line of ‘Erstlingen’ - extraordinary (though not necessarily firstborn) sons of extraordinary fathers, in 
whom the blessing of YHWH is concentrated.55 In this line, Israel itself is interpreted as ‘Erstling’ 
among the peoples of the world. Ultimately, the function of the ‘Erstling’ – and thus of Israel as a 
whole - is redemptive: “dass der Menschheit ein Weg aus der Katastrophe eröffnet und gewiesen 
wird.”56 In the book of Ruth, Butting asserts, the Father’s house and the masculine line have failed to 
fulfill their redemptive function, and are replaced by the love of two women. It is their love that 
results in the birth of the hoped for ‘Erstling’ and redemeer – first Obed, and ultimately David (p. 
47).  

 
Butting and others also point out that the male-female division is everything but clear in the 

book of Ruth. Butting shows that Ruth assumes the part of the man who ‘leaves his father and mother 
and clings to his wife’ (Gen 2:24), when she joins herself to Naomi in Ruth 1:14. Additionally, Naomi 
appears in places conventionally reserved for the father of the newborn child. Butting concludes: 
“Auf diese Weise wird die Zeugungsgeschichte mit einer Frauengeschichte konfrontiert, die die 
Vorstellung und Darstellung von Geschichte als Bewegung vom Vater zum Sohn ad absurdum führt, 
in der sich aber gleichzeitig die in Zeugungsgeschichten tradierte Ewartung erfüllt.”57 

Cheryl Exum, too, investigates the “triangular nature of interpersonal relationships in the 
biblical tale”, and suggests that “the figure of Naomi in the Bible is … sexually ambivalent and that 
this ambivalence […] challenges our notions of gender by destabilizing our gender categories.”58 
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141), which leads to interpretations that ‘romanticize’ the relationship between Ruth and Boaz while 
downplaying the many instances in which Ruth and Naomi are portrayed in the roles of husband and wife. 
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Indeed, Exum asserts that all three main characters of the tale occupy different gender roles – 
husband, wife, mother, father – on a literal, symbolical, or literary level (an example of the latter case 
would be Ruth’s ‘clinging’ to her mother-in-law, a phrase usually reserved for men towards women). 
This, Exum argues, results in the destabilization of the bipolar differentiation between ‘man’ and 
‘woman’ which seemingly, at first sight, marks the social setting of the narrative.59 

 
Finally, some scholars propose female authorship (in the broadest sense of the word) for the 

Ruth scroll.60 Adrien Bledstein even ventures a guess at the identity of this female author: Tamar, the 
daughter of David, whose “depiction of Boaz introduces a radical redefinition of ʾîš gibbȏr ḥayil in 
that heroic age of Judah and Israel, an ideal opposed to devastating realities involving gibbȏrîm, 
heroes.”61 Bledstein finds that “[t]he book of Ruth stands alone against the period of Judges as a 
humane tale of death, grieving, friendship, healing, rejuvenation and continuation of life in a 
community”.62 

Fokkelien van Dijk-Hemmes and Athalya Brenner, and in their wake, Irmtraud Fischer, are 
more cautious when it comes to identifying the author of the book of Ruth. Applying Mieke Bal’s 
narratological model on narrative voice and focalization and Elaine Showalter’s ‘cultural model’ of 
F(emale) literature, Van Dijk-Hemmes and Brenner suggest that (parts of) several books in the 
Hebrew Bible can be read as expressions of an F voice (i.e., of female experience, though not 
necessarily female authors).63 Several details in Ruth have prompted van Dijk-Hemmes, Brenner, and 
Fischer to conclude that the narrative shows traces of an F voice. One is the oft-cited use of ‘mother’s 
house’ (~a tyb instead of ba tyb) in Ruth 1:8.64 Another is the ongoing concern for women’s welfare 
above the continuation of the male line. The image of women cooperating instead of competing for a 

                                                             
59 Exum, Naomi. 
60 The project of (re-)discovering traces of women’s literature in the bible was launched by S.D. Goitein, who 
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man’s affection is also invoked as indication of an F voice. Finally, the birthing and naming scene in 
Ruth 4 is seen as evidence of women’s culture. Taking all these features into account, Fischer 
concludes that the author of Ruth “anchors her characters in Israelite history and offers a new 
interpretation of the tradition, from a woman’s viewpoint. […] Referring to the Erzeltern-narratives, 
the book of Ruth composes the people’s history as women’s history!”65 

 
The overview of different approaches to gender in Ruth has shown that three main foci 

determine the discussion: Ruth and Naomi’s value as emancipatory role models, the blurring or 
subversion of gender roles, whether as social construct or theological principle, and the female point 
of view that is expressed in the text and may point to a female author. Especially the arguments in 
support of the second point – i.e., that Ruth poses a challenge to gender stereotypes – appear 
compelling, and any account of gender in this narrative will have to reckon with this ambiguity in 
some way. However, I suggest that rather than (just) destabilizing gender roles, the book’s unusual 
combination of words and phrases is aimed at reconceptualizing the relationship between YHWH 
and his people. In addition, I focus on the intersectional character of gender identity in the book of 
Ruth. I ask not only how Ruth, Naomi, Boaz and others perform their roles between womanhood and 
manhood, but even more importantly, how they can be viewed as Israelite (or Moabite) women and 
men. I suggest that ‘true’ or ‘complete’ gender identity is only achieved, in the eyes of the community 
and perhaps also the author, as long and insofar as a character lives up to the Israelite ideal as 
imagined in the narrative. 
 

Summing up, there are at least three main points of overlap between religion, ethnicity, and 
gender in the book of Ruth. The first could be summarized as the construction and/or crossing of 
boundaries. Neither gender, nor ethnic, nor religious boundaries are entirely stable in the narrative. 
Besides, in some cases, crossing one boundary has consequences for, or serves to illuminate the 
others.66 How this construction and deconstruction ‘works’, and what its effect is on the different 
aspects of identity, is one of the leading questions of my analysis.  

A second issue touching on all aspects of identity is the way in which the book of Ruth 
appropriates other parts of the Hebrew Bible. What women and men are and what Israel is, both as 
an ethnie and as a religious group, is largely defined through the unique way in which Ruth deals with 
older traditions. 

Finally, the question if and how Ruth (or Naomi, or Boaz) can function as symbol of Israel 
must consider each character as part of a gender group, a religious community, and an ethnie. 
Ultimately, everything revolves around one central question: can Ruth, not just an ethnic and 
religious outsider but a woman and thus ‘strange’ on yet another level, embody Israel? And if she 
can, what kind of Israel is this? 
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66 For example, it seems that Ruth can only become part of Israel by marrying a proper Israelite male (not by 
attaching herself to an Israelite female). 
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6.2 Religious Identity in Ruth 

What is the religion encountered in the book of Ruth? If one must believe the movie THE 
STORY OF RUTH,67 the answer is as straightforward as it is edifying to the Judeo-Christian viewer: 
an unwavering and heartfelt faith in YHWH and an ethics rooted in the Mosaic law in Bethlehem, 
contrasted sharply with the idolatry and inhumane practices found in Moab. Naomi, Ruth, and Boaz 
as depicted in the movie would probably feel right at home in a 20th century mainstream Protestant 
church, where the emphasis is on personal trust in God’s guidance and ‘loving one’s neighbor as 
oneself’. Conversely, the Moabites, their direct geographical and historical neighbors, are depicted 
almost as a different species. Read through the lenses of Edward Saïd’s concept of Orientalism68, the 
processes of othering and familiarization taking place in the movie are keenly felt. And although my 
depiction sounds slightly caricatural, many scholarly readings paint a similar picture of Israelite 
religion in the book of Ruth: they praise it for its ‘enlightened’, ethical character and its emphasis on 
the ‘spirit’ rather than the ‘letter’ of the law. This is a kind of Judaism the modern Western reader 
likes to see – and is therefore tempted to declare essential for the Hebrew Bible in general. In the book 
of Ruth, the reader finds no agonizing over intricate rules regarding sacrificial cult or proper food, 
nor does she have to deal with inconvenient commands to wipe out Israel’s enemies or ban all 
strangers (especially women) from the community. Instead, God is presented as the ultimate 
redeemer of two destitute women, an unobtrusive force in the background who turns the death 
casting its shadow over the beginning of the narrative into the life realized through the birth of 
Obed.69 The almost unanimous enthusiasm70 with which both scholars and other readers welcome 
the book of Ruth indicates a high level of identification between the world in the narrative and the 
readers’ own world(view).  

In the following, I want to take a closer look at the religious content of the Ruth scroll, 
examining what the feelings of familiarity experienced by current readers are based on, and whether 
they are not, at least in part, deceptive. The definition of religion developed above, revolving around 
the notions of myth, ritual, ‘the holy’, and community serve as starting point for the analysis. 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
67 THE STORY OF RUTH, Henry Coster, 1960. 
68 Edward W. Said, Orientalism, Penguin Books, London 1978. According to Said, “[o]rientalism can be 
discussed and analyzed as the corporate institution for dealing with the Orient—dealing with it by making 
statements about it, authorizing views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in short, 
Orientalism as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient” (Said, 
Orientalism, 3). 
69 See, e.g., Trible, ‘Two Women’. 
70 Postcolonial readings form a telling exception to this rule. However, even scholars working from this 
perspective often do not criticize the religion in the book per se, but rather the fact that Ruth’s own religious 
heritage is neglected in favor of that of the ‘colonizer’, Israel. See, e.g., Donaldson, ‘Orpah’ and McKinlay, 
‘Harvest’. 
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6.2 Religious Identity in Ruth 
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6.2.1 The ‘Myths’ Behind the Book of Ruth 

Scholars have sought the ‘myths’ the book of Ruth refers to in widely differing directions, 
sometimes venturing beyond the constraints of the biblical canon.71 Interesting though similarities 
with Egyptian, Greek, or even Russian texts may be, I limit myself to the biblical intertexts of the 
narrative, and to intertextuality on the level of words and phrases rather than broad themes and plot 
lines. 

The most apparent way in which the book of Ruth refers to other parts of the Hebrew Bible is 
through allusions to characters from the patriarchal narratives, and by mentioning (but not 
explaining) laws introduced in Genesis and Deuteronomy. My initial focus here is on the characters 
from the patriarchal narratives. The Book of Ruth appears to commemorate at least eight distinct 
figures from Israel’s past. Rachel, Leah, Tamar, Judah, and Perez are all mentioned by name in the 
blessings pronounced by the elders (Ruth 4:11-12), and Abraham, Rebekah, and the daughters of Lot 
are at least implied.72 The narratives in which all of these characters figure are well-known and well-
loved - but is there anything these diverse characters have in common?  

I suggest that there is – perhaps with the exception of Lot’s daughters - and that the names 
represent two central values: ‘sojournship’ and ‘building the house of Israel’. The characters that are 
mentioned explicitly – Rachel, Leah, Tamar, Judah, and Perez - are all in some way connected to the 
process of building the house of Jacob/Israel. Rachel and Leah, along with the implied characters – 
Abraham and Rebekah – also symbolize the willingness to follow a divine calling into an unknown 
country. Together, these figures encompass the past and the future of Israel, construed both as a 

                                                             
71 Some scholars have tried to establish intertextual links between Ruth and material from the Umwelt of 
Ancient Israel. Gunkel, for example, places the Ruth narrative in the context of the Egyptian tale of Isis and 
Osiris (Gunkel, Reden und Aufsätze), while others point out similarities with Canaanite or Greek fertility 
myths (Sheehan, ‘Word’; Wright, ‘Mother-Maid’). However, most scholars limit their investigation to the 
intertextual allusions to different parts of the Mosaic writings, notably Genesis and Deuteronomy (e.g., 
Campbell, Ruth; Fisch, ‘Ruth and the Structure of Covenant History’; Ebach, ‘Fremde’; Butting, Buchstaben; 
Fischer, ‘Feminist Commentary’). Marjo Korpel also convincingly argues that there are several intertextual 
links between Ruth on the one hand and Lamentations and Deutero-Isaiah on the other. She points out the 
many instances of shared keywords or concepts (widow, loss of children, barrenness, bitterness, redeemer, 
comforter) concluding that Ruth can be read as a prose version of Deutero-Isaiah’s message of comfort for 
Zion (Korpel, Ruth; Marjo Korpel, ‘Virtual Jerusalem. Naomi and Ruth as Symbols of Lady Zion,’ Author’s 
draft (2012): ). 
72 Like Ruth, both Abraham and Rebekah give up the security of their homes, the former in search of an 
unknown promised land, the latter to be married to a man she had never met. Additionally, the introduction to 
the book of Ruth (‘in those days, there was a famine in the land, and a man from Bethlehem, Judah, went to 
sojourn in the fields of Moab’) is reminiscent of Abraham’s migration to Egypt, equally caused by famine (Gen 
12:10, cf. also Fischer, Rut, 37). Naomi’s remark that her daughters-in-law should return to their mother’s 
house (~a tyb, 1:8) calls to mind Rebekah running home to “tell her mother’s house” about her encounter 
with Abraham’s servant (Gen 24:28, cf. also Fischer, Rut, 42). Besides, both Ruth and Rebekah are women 
who, surprisingly, are credited with ‘seed’ ([rz, see Ruth 4:12; Gen 24:60). The unnamed eldest daughter of Lot 
gave rise to the people of Moab through the unorthodox union with her father (Gen 19:30-38). Her deed is not 
only recalled in general by Ruth’s ethnicity, but also more particularly in the scene on the threshing floor, 
where Ruth emulates her foremother’s behavior and simultaneously amends it.  
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kinship-group and a religious community. One of the core values of this community as it is imagined 
in the book of Ruth is ḥesed, understood both as religiously inspired virtue and ethnic solidarity. 

 
6.2.1.1 Breaking up One’s Tents to Build the House of Israel 
In Ruth 4:1-12, one of the key scenes of the narratives as far as Israelite identity is concerned, 

Boaz ‘acquires’ Ruth as his wife. The assembled townspeople act as witnesses, and, even more 
importantly, pronounce a blessing over the happy couple (4:11-12). Their blessing is an accumulation 
of explicit references to other biblical figures. Here, the heroes and heroines from Israel’s past are 
presented as the builders of the house of Israel, and the current generation is invited to join in the 
continuing building activity:  

 
~yd[ ~ynqzhw r[vb-rva ~[h-lk wrmayw 

 

 $tyb-la habh hvyah-ta hwhy !ty 

halkw lxrk  

 

larfy tyb-ta ~hytv wnb rva 

 

htrpab lyx-hf[w 

 

~xl tybb ~v-arqw 

 

#rp tybk $tyb yhyw 

 

hdwhyl rmt hdly-rva 

$l hwhy !ty rva [rzh-!m 

tazh hr[nh-!m 

 And all the people who were in the 
gate and the elders said: “Witnesses! 
May YHWH give [that] the woman 
who will come into your house (will 
be) like Rachel and Leah,  
who have built the house of Israel, the 
two of them, 
And may you do strong deeds in 
Ephratah 
And may your name be called in 
Bethlehem. 
And may your house be like the house 
of Perez, 
whom Tamar bore to Judah, 
From the seed that YHWH gives you 
From this young woman.” 

 
All individuals mentioned in these two verses – Boaz, Rachel, Leah, Tamar, Judah, and Perez 

- are explicitly connected to a ‘house’, whether that house is a household in the literal sense, or a 
more metaphorical entity (Israel). Even Bethlehem as the ‘house of bread’ could be construed as one 
more variation of this theme. 

The only instance in which one could interpret tyb as a physical structure – four walls and a 
roof – is its first occurrence: the house of Boaz that Ruth is about to enter. Even here, however, this 
literal interpretation seems too narrow. Rather, an identification of the ‘house’ as Boaz’ household, 
his ba tyb, suggests itself.73 The same holds true for the house of Judah and Perez. Throughout the 

                                                             
73 The social, ethnic, dynastic, and gender implications of the ba tyb as the physical and ideological place 
where Israelite (male) identity is formed and cherished, are well researched. S. Bendor offers a thorough study 
of the structure and social role of the ba tyb in different stages of the history of Ancient Israel (Shunya Bendor, 
The Social Structure of Ancient Israel. The Institution of the Family (beit ‘ab) from the Settlement to the End of 
the Monarchy, Simor, Jerusalem 1996). The ideological component of the ba tyb has been pointed out and 
criticized in studies by, e.g., Carol Meyers (Carol Meyers, ‘”To Her Mother’s House”: Considering a 
Counterpart to the Israelite Bet ‘Ab,’ in David Jobling, Peggy L. Day & Gerald T. Sheppard (eds), The Bible and 
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narrative, the reader encounters the houses or households of several individual fathers (Elimelek, 
Boaz, Judah, Perez), and much of the plot seems to revolve around the continuation of these houses. 
However, the houses of these ‘fathers’ cannot be conflated with the concept of the ba tyb as the 
physical and ideological place where male identity is formed and cherished. First of all, the actual 
term ba tyb is absent in Ruth.74 This is all the more surprising considering the mention of a mother’s 
house, a ~a tyb, in 1:8. Klara Butting argues that one of the main themes in Ruth is the failure of the 
ba tyb to provide a future for Naomi and Ruth, and, effectively, for Israel as a whole.75 I agree that the 
mention of the ‘mother’s house’ in 1:8, the failure to use the term ba tyb throughout the narrative, 
and, last but not least, the fact that, paradoxically, Boaz’ house is not a ba tyb in the true sense until 
Ruth enters it and helps Boaz become a father, all support Butting’s conclusion. 

This is not to say, however, that in Ruth, the ‘house’ has nothing to do with Israelite identity. 
At least one house mentioned by the elders has a crucial double role to play in this regard: the house 
of Israel, which can refer to the literal household of Isaac’s son Jacob/Israel, or to the people that 
would eventually construe themselves as his descendants. Strikingly, the elders describe it as a house 
built by two women: Rachel and Leah, the wives of Jacob/Israel. These women, too, function on two 
distinct levels. Literally, they have ‘built’ the household of Jacob/Israel by bearing his children. On a 
more ideological level, Leah and especially Rachel were revered as the biological foremothers of the 
nation. However, I suggest that there is more than biology at stake here. Much like Ruth and 
Rebekah, Rachel and Leah abandon their own father’s house in order to help found a new one. All 
four women embody (literally) the same core values: they are willing to let their fertility contribute to 
building the household of their respective husbands and thus, more importantly, to building the 
house of Israel as a whole. In order to do so, they leave behind their own father’s (or mother’s) house. 
Their willingness to break with their previous attachments and become strangers, ~yrg, in the land of 
their respective husbands, puts each of them – including Ruth, the Moabitess - on a par with 
Abraham, the founding father of the nation whom God called out of Ur and into Canaan.76 

 
As the text jumps from Boaz and Ruth to Rachel/Leah and then on to Perez, the literal 

meaning of the household of one particular ‘father’ and the symbolic meaning of the past, present, 
and future community of Israel continually blend into one another. It seems hardly coincidental that 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
the Politics of Exegesis: Essays in Honor of Norman K. Gottwald On His Sixty-fifth Birthday. Pilgrim Press, 
Cleveland 1991, 39-51).  
74 Naomi urges her daughters-in-law to return to their ‘mother’s house’ (1:8), much like Rebekah ran to her 
mother’s house after her encounter with the servant of Abraham (Gen 24:28). This detail has been read as a 
hint that Ruth is written from a female perspective (Brenner & Van Dijk-Hemmes, Gendering Texts; Fischer, 
‘Feminist Commentary’. 
75 Butting, Buchstaben, 45. 
76 In her reflection on the correlation between ‘sojourn’, ‘ethnic homeland’, and ‘ethnic election’, Elisabeth 
Robertson Kennedy argues convincingly that the patriarchal narratives emphasize the voluntary choice of each 
individual matriarch to join in the sojourn of their (future) husbands and to trust that this sojourn will some 
day make way for a more lasting establishment in the promised land (Robertson Kennedy, Homeland, 130-
138). 
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all of these ‘houses’ are built on the literal and figurative labors of women.77 Significantly, it is the 
stranger Ruth who is called upon to build the house of Boaz and, by extension, Israel. She is adopted 
into the metaphorical ‘father’s house’ of Jacob’s descendants, and will contribute to its survival, all 
under the auspices of YHWH. Of course, not just any stranger could have been joined to Israel. But 
then, Ruth had shown herself well-versed in exceptionally Israelite qualities even before she had 
entered the country. In their blessing, the elders confirm and praise her willingness to build the house 
of Israel. But long before this official performance, Ruth had displayed another value central to 
Israelite identity: ḥesed, that untranslatable kindness of character and conduct. 

 
6.2.1.2 Ḥesed 
Many scholars have observed the essential role ḥesed plays in and for the narrative. Larkin 

identifies it as one of the two central themes of the book (the other one being the continuation of 
Elimelek’s line).78 Campbell views the repeated occurrence of ḥesed as evidence that the “theological 
structure of the covenant between God and his people” is operative in Ruth.79 And Bush claims that  

 
the primary intention of the author is to present Ruth, Boaz, and Naomi as models for his 
readers to emulate. They portray in dramatic and concrete form what ḥesed looks like in the 
sphere of interpersonal and family obligations and responsibilities.80 
 
Indisputably, ḥesed is an important term in the book of Ruth and many other books of the 

Hebrew Bible. One might even go so far as to suggest that it is constitutive of the identity of Israel. 
But what exactly is it?81 What characterizes the schema based on which an act is recognized as an act 
of ḥesed, and in what kind of prototypical scenarios would such an act take place? Who initiates it, 
under what circumstances, and who benefits from it? Is it obligatory or voluntary, and what does it 
have to do with religious identity? 

                                                             
77 This portrayal of procreation stands in sharp contrast with, e.g., the Chronicler’s approach. There, the 
continuation of the ba tyb is indeed, mostly, a matter of fathers begetting sons, instead of women bearing 
children (see, e.g., Anne-Mareike Wetter, ‘Verschuivende visies. De Kronist over de rol van de Vrouw,’ NTT 
65 (2011): 227-241. 
78 Larkin, Ruth and Esther, 49. 
79 Campbell, Ruth, 30f. 
80 Bush, Ruth, Esther, 50. 
81 The complexity of this question is felt immediately if one tries to translate ḥesed into a modern language. 
The most conventional English translation in the context of Ruth is kindness (ESV, NIV, NRSV, ASV), and 
sometimes the more archaic lovingkindness. Interestingly, in other contexts where ḥesed clearly refers to a 
quality of YHWH, ESV translates steadfast love and NIV (faithful) love (see, e.g., Ex 15:13; 20:6; 34:7; 2 Sam 
7:15; Is 54:10; 55:3; Jer 32:18). In the same line, Larkin suggests that ḥesed implies, besides the conventional 
‘lovingkindness’, also “steadfastness and loyalty” (Larkin, Ruth and Esther, 49). Ebach differentiates between 
the ḥesed of God (“Güte”) and that of humans (“Freundlichkeit, Solidarität, risikoreiche Treue” (Ebach, 
‘Fremde,’ 296) Concise and relatively recent summaries of the state of research can be found in Gordon R. 
Clark, The Word Hesed in the Hebrew Bible, Sheffield Academic Press, Sheffield 1993, 15ff and Kristin Moen 
Saxegaard, Character Complexity in the Book of Ruth (Forschungen zum Alten Testament 47), Mohr Siebeck, 
Tübingen 2010, 186-187. 
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all of these ‘houses’ are built on the literal and figurative labors of women.77 Significantly, it is the 
stranger Ruth who is called upon to build the house of Boaz and, by extension, Israel. She is adopted 
into the metaphorical ‘father’s house’ of Jacob’s descendants, and will contribute to its survival, all 
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structure of the covenant between God and his people” is operative in Ruth.79 And Bush claims that  

 
the primary intention of the author is to present Ruth, Boaz, and Naomi as models for his 
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But what exactly is it?81 What characterizes the schema based on which an act is recognized as an act 
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77 This portrayal of procreation stands in sharp contrast with, e.g., the Chronicler’s approach. There, the 
continuation of the ba tyb is indeed, mostly, a matter of fathers begetting sons, instead of women bearing 
children (see, e.g., Anne-Mareike Wetter, ‘Verschuivende visies. De Kronist over de rol van de Vrouw,’ NTT 
65 (2011): 227-241. 
78 Larkin, Ruth and Esther, 49. 
79 Campbell, Ruth, 30f. 
80 Bush, Ruth, Esther, 50. 
81 The complexity of this question is felt immediately if one tries to translate ḥesed into a modern language. 
The most conventional English translation in the context of Ruth is kindness (ESV, NIV, NRSV, ASV), and 
sometimes the more archaic lovingkindness. Interestingly, in other contexts where ḥesed clearly refers to a 
quality of YHWH, ESV translates steadfast love and NIV (faithful) love (see, e.g., Ex 15:13; 20:6; 34:7; 2 Sam 
7:15; Is 54:10; 55:3; Jer 32:18). In the same line, Larkin suggests that ḥesed implies, besides the conventional 
‘lovingkindness’, also “steadfastness and loyalty” (Larkin, Ruth and Esther, 49). Ebach differentiates between 
the ḥesed of God (“Güte”) and that of humans (“Freundlichkeit, Solidarität, risikoreiche Treue” (Ebach, 
‘Fremde,’ 296) Concise and relatively recent summaries of the state of research can be found in Gordon R. 
Clark, The Word Hesed in the Hebrew Bible, Sheffield Academic Press, Sheffield 1993, 15ff and Kristin Moen 
Saxegaard, Character Complexity in the Book of Ruth (Forschungen zum Alten Testament 47), Mohr Siebeck, 
Tübingen 2010, 186-187. 
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Nelson Glueck, in the first systematic analysis of the different connotations of ḥesed in the 
Hebrew Bible, construes ḥesed as the kind of action appropriate in a ‘rights-and-duties-relationship’ 
(Rechts-Plicht-Verhältnis).82 It is, in Glueck’s view, a legal rather than a moral or religious duty, and 
by its very nature reciprocal. Despite his initial focus on the legal aspects of ḥesed, Glueck also 
explores religious connotations of the term. He argues that the prophets contributed greatly to a 
broadening of the meaning of ḥesed by turning it into a “Gott gefälligen Verhaltungsweise aller 
Menschen unter sich, die zugleich als die einzig richtige Gott gegenüber gilt.”83 The practice of ḥesed, 
then, is religiosity in the truest sense of the word. “Ḥesed”, Glück argues, “ist die Folge einer berith-
Gemeinschaft wie überhaupt jeder Gemeinschaft.”84 Katherine Doob Sakenfeld takes issue with 
Glueck’s assertion that ḥesed is characteristic of a reciprocal relationship, and that it involves rights 
and duties that cannot simply be laid aside. 85  Rather, she argues, ḥesed is performed by a 
“situationally superior” on a “situationally inferior party”86, with the superior party always retaining 
the freedom not to act. Instead of duty, then, Sakenfeld prefers to speak of responsibility. Like Glueck, 
Sakenfeld detects a shift in meaning from pre-exilic narrative with a predominantly profane sense to 
a prophetic and finally post-exilic, more religiously tinted usage. In a linguistic analysis of ḥesed, 
Gordon C. Clark states: “A deep, enduring, personal commitment to each other is an essential feature 
of situations in which one human party extends dsx to another. This is a mutual, bilateral 
commitment […].”87 Like Glueck and Sakenfeld, Clark also emphasizes that ḥesed “is a characteristic 
of God rather than human beings”; nonetheless, “Yahweh expects his people to emulate this quality 
that he so frequently demonstrates, even though people’s expression of it can be only a pale reflection 
of Yahweh’s.”88 Investigating the concept of ḥesed from a ‘Cognitive Frames of Reference’ approach, 
Justino Alfredo nuances the reciprocal nature of ḥesed by stating that the expectation of reciprocity is 
limited to inter-human relationships.89 

 
In sum, although scholars disagree on nuances concerning the overarching schema of ḥesed, a 

few tendencies are widely shared: ḥesed is an act of kindness taking place in an enduring relationship 
or even a covenant-relationship. Especially the superior party within a social hierarchy is called upon 
to practice ḥesed; however, this remains voluntary. Ḥesed presupposes reciprocity, at least within 
inter-human relationships. The fact that God is the most prototypical performer of ḥesed as well as 
the usage of ḥesed in covenant-related contexts imply a religious subtext, even though acts of ḥesed 
can also take place in mundane contexts. 

                                                             
82 Nelson Glueck, Das Wort hesed im alttestamentlichen Sprachgebrauche als menschliche und göttliche 
gemeinschaftsgemäße Verhaltensweise, Verlag von Alfred Töpelmann, Gießen 1927.  
83 Glueck, Hesed, 3. 
84 Glueck, Hesed, 41. 
85 Katherine Doob Sakenfeld, The Meaning of Hesed in the Hebrew Bible, Scholars Press, Missoula 1978. 
86 Sakenfeld, Hesed, 234. Incidentally, Glueck’s emphasis on rights and duties on the one hand and Sakenfeld’s 
insistence on voluntariness and relationships on the other coincide to some extent with conventional (‘male’) 
ethical theories and (‘female’) care ethics (see below, section 6.4.4). 
87 Clark, Hesed, 261. 
88 Clark, Hesed, 267.  
89 Justino Manuel Alfredo, dsx and IKHARARI: The Book of Ruth From a Lomwe Perspective. University of 
Stellenbosch, PhD Dissertation (2010), 33-34. 
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insistence on voluntariness and relationships on the other coincide to some extent with conventional (‘male’) 
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87 Clark, Hesed, 261. 
88 Clark, Hesed, 267.  
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Stellenbosch, PhD Dissertation (2010), 33-34. 
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For a ‘keyword’, ḥesed occurs surprisingly seldom in the book of Ruth: only three times, to be 

exact. The first occurrence is in 1:8, where Naomi bids her daughters-in-law farewell: 
 

hytlk ytvl ym[n rmatw 

 

hnbv hnkl 

hma tybl hva 

dsx ~km[ hwhy hf[y 

 

ydm[w ~ytmh-~[ ~tyf[ rvak 

 And Naomi said to her two daughters-
in-law: 
“Go, return, 
Each to her mother’s house, 
And may YHWH do the same ḥesed to 
you 
That you have done to the dead and to 
me.” 

 
Most scholars understand ḥesed in the book of Ruth as a divine quality that humans are 

meant to emulate.90 However, In Ruth 1:8, the opposite seems to be the case: YHWH is asked to 
imitate the behavior of the two young widows. What exactly this behavior consists of, Naomi does 
not say. Were Orpah and Ruth exceptionally good wives to Mahlon and Kilion? Did they treat Naomi 
with more consideration than daughters-in-law are wont to do? Does Naomi express her 
appreciation for their willingness to attach themselves to a family of immigrants? Or is it the 
extraordinary loyalty they display towards an elderly woman who can offer them nothing but bitter 
memories? It is up to the reader to decide. 

The second time, ḥesed is more unequivocally connected with YHWH.91 In 2:20, Naomi 
interprets the ‘chance encounter’ between Ruth and Boaz as divine ḥesed: 

 
htlkl ym[n rmatw 

 

hwhyl awh $wrb 

wdsx bz[-al rva 

~ytmh-taw ~yyxh-ta 

 And Naomi said to her daughter-in-
law: 
“May he be blessed by YHWH, 
Who does not forsake his ḥesed 
Towards the living and towards the 
dead.” 

 
At the end of chapter 1, Naomi had appeared to have finished with YHWH, the God who had 

made her return empty. Now, she seems to realize that God may be faithful after all – as faithful in 
fact, as Orpah and Naomi had been. In this verse, connotations of loyalty rather than ‘just’ kindness 
are strong.  

This notion is also strongly present in the last occurrence of ḥesed in Ruth. In a somewhat 
obscure evaluation of Ruth’s courtship, Boaz exclaims (3:10): 

 
ytb hwhyl ta hkwrb rmayw 

 

 And he said: “May you be blessed by 
YHWH, my daughter. 

                                                             
90 E.g., Campbell, Ruth, 29; Ebach, ‘Fremde’; Bush, Ruth, Esther. 
91 However, see below for a discussion of the possibility that Naomi refers to Boaz’ ḥesed instead. 
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90 E.g., Campbell, Ruth, 29; Ebach, ‘Fremde’; Bush, Ruth, Esther. 
91 However, see below for a discussion of the possibility that Naomi refers to Boaz’ ḥesed instead. 
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!wvarh-!m !wrxah $dsx tbjyh 

 

~yrwxbh-yrxa tkl-ytlbl 

 

ryv[-~aw ld-~a 

This last ḥesed is better than the 
former one. 
You have not gone after the young 
men, 
Whether poor or rich.” 

  
Boaz’ praise is obviously heartfelt, but unfortunately not very lucid. Is Ruth’s courtship of 

Boaz an act of ḥesed in and of itself? If so, ḥesed towards whom? Boaz, often portrayed as elderly 
bachelor who has given up hope for matrimonial bliss? Or Naomi, whose livelihood will be secured 
through the union of Boaz and Ruth? Again, the text leaves the reader to venture an educated guess. 
My own guess is that the ambiguity is intended. Boaz’ praise does not fix Ruth’s ḥesed to one act or 
one beneficiary; rather, by leaving open the exact acts he is referring to, he stimulates the reader to 
recap everything she has learned about Ruth so far. And the essence of what she has learned is that 
Ruth will always go the extra mile for those to whom she has attached herself, even at great personal 
cost. She displays, in the words of Bush, that “quality of kindness, graciousness, and loyalty that goes 
beyond the call of duty”,92 or, in Ebach’s words, the “risikoreiche Treue” that is a manifestation of 
God’s character.93 For Ruth, as for YHWH, ḥesed is not a series of separate premeditated acts, but an 
enduring quality of character. And finally, in the birth of Obed, Ruth’s and YHWH’s ḥesed are joined 
together to add another brick to the house of Israel. 

In several respects, Ruth’s ḥesed differs from the schema scholars have developed on the basis 
of other biblical texts. First of all, Ruth is certainly not the ‘situationally superior party’ Sakenfeld 
envisions as the typical performer of ḥesed. Neither is she included in the covenant between Israel 
and its God. Finally, the notion that human beings must emulate God’s ḥesed is turned on its head in 
the book of Ruth: as Tamara Cohn Eskenazi so aptly remarks, “God-centered people prompt God to 
show up”94, not the other way around.  

Nevertheless, despite the foregrounding of human activity in the narrative itself, the myths 
forming the backdrop of the book of Ruth are, in Assmann’s terms, foundational, i.e., they interpret 
the present as part of a history that is “sinnvoll, gottgewollt, notwendig und unabänderlich.”95 They 
emphasize the themes of building the house of Israel – involving the participation both of willing 
mothers and of YHWH - and ḥesed. They portray the protagonists as participants in this history and 
embodiments of the values that had made it possible in the first place.96 

                                                             
92 Bush, Ruth, Esther, 52. 
93 Ebach, ‘Fremde,’ 296. 
94 Eskenazi & Frymer-Kensky, Ruth, lii. 
95 Assmann, Gedächtnis, 79. 
96 Interestingly, the incorporation of the ‘myths’ into the narrative is notably gendered. The blessings of the 
(presumably male) elders (4:11-12) all refer to the characters of Israel’s past, and express the wish that this past 
may be reiterated in the lives of Boaz and Ruth. The women, on the other hand, look at the present and the 
future as they praise Ruth’s commitment to Naomi and see the value of Obed predominantly in his ability to 
‘restore Naomi’s life’ (4:15). In the women’s blessings, neither Ruth nor Obed are likened to anyone from 
Israel’s past. Their own merit is sufficient, since they themselves embody the core value of Israelite identity: 
ḥesed. It is here that the Ruth scroll becomes a myth itself, an inspiring account of ordinary and yet heroic 
individuals embodying the gist of the group’s ethics. 
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92 Bush, Ruth, Esther, 52. 
93 Ebach, ‘Fremde,’ 296. 
94 Eskenazi & Frymer-Kensky, Ruth, lii. 
95 Assmann, Gedächtnis, 79. 
96 Interestingly, the incorporation of the ‘myths’ into the narrative is notably gendered. The blessings of the 
(presumably male) elders (4:11-12) all refer to the characters of Israel’s past, and express the wish that this past 
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6.2.2 Religion Without Rituals? 

One of the most striking details regarding ‘religion’ in the book of Ruth is the almost 
complete absence of rituals and, incidentally, religious experts. Of course, the public scene in chapter 
4 knows its share of ritualistic speech and behavior. But all explicitly religious rituals central to most 
other books of the Hebrew Bible – worship at the Ark of the Covenant and later the Temple, or at 
least at a local sanctuary, sacrifices, the holidays of the Torah, and even private prayer – are missing 
in Ruth. Obed is not welcomed into the community of Israel through the ritual of circumcision.97 
Neither do we meet priests, prophets, or even itinerant Levites. This is all the more surprising 
considering the many references to all of these practices and professionals in the book of Judges, with 
which Ruth is explicitly linked in 1:1.98 This assessment leads to at least two questions. First of all, one 
wonders whether Ruth is really as void of rituals as I have proposed, and as many scholars assume. 
Second, if the absence of rituals is confirmed, we have to ask whether Ruth is really so similar to or 
even paradigmatic for the rest of the Hebrew Bible in its portrayal of Israelite religion as is often 
claimed.99 I suggest that the book of Ruth is not void of rituals – to the contrary, it regularly imbues 
‘ordinary’ events with religious significance by interpreting them within the framework of YHWH’s 
involvement. On the other hand, these ‘ritualizations’ subtly undermine the necessity of official, 
organized religiosity: neither religious experts nor official cult sites are necessary to celebrate 
YHWH’s friendly dealings with his people. 

 
6.2.2.1 “I Acquire For Myself Ruth, the Moabite”100 
Many readers have remarked the ceremonious language characterizing the scene at the city 

gate in which Boaz officially redeems Naomi’s land and ‘acquires’ Ruth as his bride (Ruth 4:1-12). 
The passage is indeed an intriguing blend of theatrical performance – especially by Boaz – and 

                                                             
97 According to, e.g., Gerstenberger, circumcision was one of the “constitutive characteristics of the people of 
Yahweh” in the Persian era (Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 281). The fact that the author seems to go to great 
pains in order to solve the problem of Obed’s somewhat questionable ethnicity by placing him in the arms of 
an Israelite foster mother makes it all the more interesting that he refrains from adding a ritual that would have 
established Obed’s identity beyond doubt. 
98 Of course, ‘the book of Judges’ is something different from ‘the days of the Judges’ to which Ruth 1:1 refers. 
I do not want to discuss here whether the author of Ruth in fact knew the book of Judges (and if so, in what 
shape), and if he indeed intended Ruth to offer an alternative perspective on the events described in the latter. 
It is interesting to note, however, how very differently religious practices in the region of Bethlehem are 
described in Ruth and, for example, Judges 17.  
99 Somewhat paradoxically, the scarcity of ritual behavior in Ruth is one of the reasons why Christians – 
especially Protestants - often read the narrative as representative of the essence of Israelite faith: stripped of all 
the ritualistic embellishments so alien to the enlightened reader, the book seems to retain only those aspects of 
religion that really matter: trust in God’s providence, and love for one’s neighbors. This tendency, described 
here with somewhat ironic overtones, can be discerned in the interpretations of, e.g. Gunkel (Gunkel, Reden 
und Aufsätze), Gerleman (Gerleman, Ruth; Das Hohelied), and most recently Bush (Bush, Ruth, Esther). Often, 
these readings reduce Israelite religion to the narrative of a God who is active in history and enters into a 
relationship with his people (cf., e.g., Bush, Ruth, Esther, 48). 
100 Parts of this section have been published as: Bob Becking and Anne-Mareike Wetter, ‘Boaz in the Gate 
(Ruth 4,1-12), ZAR 19, 2013: 283-297. 
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6.2.2.1 “I Acquire For Myself Ruth, the Moabite”100 
Many readers have remarked the ceremonious language characterizing the scene at the city 

gate in which Boaz officially redeems Naomi’s land and ‘acquires’ Ruth as his bride (Ruth 4:1-12). 
The passage is indeed an intriguing blend of theatrical performance – especially by Boaz – and 

                                                             
97 According to, e.g., Gerstenberger, circumcision was one of the “constitutive characteristics of the people of 
Yahweh” in the Persian era (Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 281). The fact that the author seems to go to great 
pains in order to solve the problem of Obed’s somewhat questionable ethnicity by placing him in the arms of 
an Israelite foster mother makes it all the more interesting that he refrains from adding a ritual that would have 
established Obed’s identity beyond doubt. 
98 Of course, ‘the book of Judges’ is something different from ‘the days of the Judges’ to which Ruth 1:1 refers. 
I do not want to discuss here whether the author of Ruth in fact knew the book of Judges (and if so, in what 
shape), and if he indeed intended Ruth to offer an alternative perspective on the events described in the latter. 
It is interesting to note, however, how very differently religious practices in the region of Bethlehem are 
described in Ruth and, for example, Judges 17.  
99 Somewhat paradoxically, the scarcity of ritual behavior in Ruth is one of the reasons why Christians – 
especially Protestants - often read the narrative as representative of the essence of Israelite faith: stripped of all 
the ritualistic embellishments so alien to the enlightened reader, the book seems to retain only those aspects of 
religion that really matter: trust in God’s providence, and love for one’s neighbors. This tendency, described 
here with somewhat ironic overtones, can be discerned in the interpretations of, e.g. Gunkel (Gunkel, Reden 
und Aufsätze), Gerleman (Gerleman, Ruth; Das Hohelied), and most recently Bush (Bush, Ruth, Esther). Often, 
these readings reduce Israelite religion to the narrative of a God who is active in history and enters into a 
relationship with his people (cf., e.g., Bush, Ruth, Esther, 48). 
100 Parts of this section have been published as: Bob Becking and Anne-Mareike Wetter, ‘Boaz in the Gate 
(Ruth 4,1-12), ZAR 19, 2013: 283-297. 
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performative language (‘I hereby acquire…’). But does it have anything to do with ‘religion’? Or is it 
‘just’ a legal transaction, transferring property (both land and woman) from one owner to the other? 
I suggest that the answer is ‘both’. The scene clearly depicts a legal transaction, and thus something 
quite different from, e.g. a sacrifice or a prayer. However, the Torah underlines time and again that 
there is no such thing as ‘just’ legal issues – matters of law are always bound up with Israel’s covenant 
with YHWH. The passage in Ruth 4 confirms this with a range of literary devices and intertextual 
allusions. First of all, throughout the scene, there is a palpable desire to ‘do things right’. Especially 
Boaz is almost comical in his industrious efforts to first get everybody in exactly the right spot, and 
then get them to utter exactly the right responses (4:1-2; 9). Again, the image of a stage production 
comes to mind, complete with a director (who also happens to be the main protagonist), an 
antagonist, and a ‘choir’, which functions as both witness and commentator. The comparison with 
theater is significant. Both ritual and (theatrical) performance exist by grace of the tension between a 
fixed script and the necessity to apply this script to the current situation – in short, to perform and 
thereby appropriate it. I suggest that this is exactly what is happening in Ruth 4. The text presents a 
community that not only knows the script, but also performs it - with a vengeance. To know the 
script, it has to identify with the laws and narratives of the Torah. In other words, it would have to 
perceive of itself as part of YHWH’s people. This seems to go without saying (after all, YHWH is 
invoked time and again throughout the narrative), but it is important to emphasize if we are to 
understand the ritual performed here as ‘religious’. It is also significant that the performance is not a 
one-on-one application of the laws of Levirate marriage and the redemption of land to the situation 
in Ruth.101 The unusual combination of two initially unrelated laws shows the creativity with which 
the book of Ruth deals with the ‘prescribed scripts’ – or prototypical scenarios - of land redemption 
and levirate marriage. The community of Bethlehem is not only embedded in the covenant, but also 
confident enough to play with it, if the situation requires it. 

Apart from the general impression that the text presents a ritual performance of covenant 
law, several details on word level also point in the direction of a religious interpretation of the legal 
scene. One is the emphatic use of ~yd[ (‘witnesses’) in verse 9-11. After Boaz and the nameless other 
redeemer have agreed that Boaz will redeem Naomi’s field and marry Ruth, Boaz continues: 

 
“You are witnesses (~yd[) today that I have bought everything that belonged to Elimelek, and 
everything that belonged to Kilion and Mahlon, from the hand of Naomi. And also Ruth, the 
Moabitess, the wife of Mahlon, I acquire for myself as [my] wife, to raise up the name of the 

                                                             
101 As already pointed out, the question how the laws found in Dtr 5:5-10 (Levirate) and Leviticus 25 
(redemption of land) are related to the story of Ruth has riddled many scholars (e.g., Gerleman, Ruth; Das 
Hohelied, 8-9; Kirsten Nielsen, ‘Le choix contre le droit dans le livre de Ruth. De l’aire de battage au tribunal,’ 
Vetus Testamentum 35 (1985): 201-212; Anthony Phillips, ‘The Book of Ruth: Deception and Shame,’ Journal 
of Judaic Studies 31 (1986): 1-17; Danna N. Fewell & David M. Gunn, ‘Boaz, Pillar of Society: Measures of 
Worth in the Book of Ruth,’ JSOT 45 (1989): 45-59; James Black, ‘Ruth in the Dark: Folktale, Law and Creative 
Ambiguity in the Old Testament,’ Journal of Literature and Theology 5 (1991): 20-36; Bush, Ruth, Esther, 
211,221). The Ketiv/qere in 4:5 complicates the matter even further: Boaz either says here that the unnamed 
redeemer has to marry Ruth if he wants to redeem Naomi’s land (qere), or that Boaz himself will marry Ruth 
(ketiv). Ultimately, I tend to side with, e.g., Fewell & Gunn, ‘Boaz’, who argue that Boaz’s unorthodox 
combination of two different customs has more to do with his particular aims (to marry Ruth and remain a 
‘pillar of society’) than with any real customs or written laws. 
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deceased on his possession, so that the name of the dead will not be cut off from his brothers 
and from the town records. You are witnesses today!” 
And all the people who were in the gate and the elders said: “[We are] witnesses (~yd[)!” 
 
The formulation here is reminiscent of Joshua 24:22, where Joshua reminds the people that 

they are witnesses against themselves that they will serve YHWH. Here, too, the people react with an 
emphatic “~yd[“.102 It would be conjecture to assume any direct and intended intertextual relation 
between the two texts. But the fact that in Joshua as well as in other instances in the Torah and the 
Deuteronomistic History,103 witnesses are not only called on to testify in legal matters but also to 
affirm the covenant between God and his people, at least hints that the religious aspect is present in 
Ruth 4 as well. It would lead too far, perhaps, to speak of a prototypical scenario based on the small 
number of texts, but the combination of legal and religious notions certainly appears to be a 
possibility, to say the least. An additional hint can be seen in the unusual use of hnq (acquire) to 
describe Boaz’ intentions towards Ruth. As Campbell points out, there is an illuminating parallel in 
the song of Moses in Exodus 15. Here, too, the concepts of redemption (lag, verse 13) and acquisition 
(hnq, verse 16) are combined, both describing YHWH’s dealings with the Israelites.104 Like YHWH 
does with the Israelites, Boaz ‘acquires’ Ruth in order to redeem her. 

Taken together, I suggest that both the ceremonious and performative quality of the scene 
and the use of words familiar from more obviously religious contexts ‘ritualize’ a scene that is, on the 
surface, ‘just’ about legal matters.  

 
The scene at the gate is followed quickly by the remark that Boaz married Ruth, that YHWH 

gave her a pregnancy, and that she bore a son (4:13). From now on, the women of Bethlehem occupy 
the stage: they interpret the event, amending the blessings the elders had pronounced on Boaz by 
applying them to Naomi and Obed. The scene is joyous, and much less solemn than the men’s 
performance in the gate. This does not mean, however, that both scenes stand in opposition to one 
another, or that one is ‘more religious’ than the other. Perhaps with the legal scene, the connection 
with official religion is more easily made, but the women are equally involved in ritualization. As 
elaborated above, Bell defines ritualization as that which “gives rise to (or creates) the sacred as such 
by virtue of its sheer differentiation from the profane.”105 I suggest that this is exactly what the 
women are doing. They take an ‘everyday’ event – a birth - and place it in the context of divine 
providence. And by extension, they ‘ritualize’ the entire narrative by placing it in a new light. It is 
their interpretation of the preceding episodes – from the death of Elimelek, Mahlon and Kilion to the 

                                                             
102 Another instance in which the ~yd[ play an important role is Jer 32. Intriguingly, the issue at stake here is 
very similar to Ruth 4: Jeremiah is approached by a relative, who asks him to redeem his property. This is 
followed by the promise that YHWH will restore his people, and that “fields will be bought for silver, and 
deeds will be signed, sealed, and witnessed in the territory of Benjamin, in the villages around Jerusalem, in the 
towns of Judah and in the towns of the hill country […] because I will restore their fortunes” (32:4). Again, any 
intended intertextuality is impossible to prove. On the other hand, it is certainly possible to read Ruth as a 
narrative of restoration (see, e.g., Korpel, Ruth), and this detail fits in well with the hopeful perspective that 
fields will indeed be bought again in Judah. 
103 E.g., Dtr 31:19, 21, 26; Josh 22:2-34. 
104 Campbell, Ruth, 159. 
105 Bell, Ritual, 91. 
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birth of Obed – that moves YHWH’s activities from the shadows out into the open. Without verse 14 
and 15, the narrative would not be a unity. The voice of the men, who saw the purpose of the levirate 
marriage in descendants for Boaz, would have prevailed, and the central problem – Naomi’s 
destitution – would not have been solved. More importantly, without the women’s intervention, the 
blessings spoken on other occasions throughout the narrative (2:19-20; 3:10) would have been no 
more than pious wishes. Now, through the women’s eyes, the reader can re-appraise them as prayers, 
which find their fulfillment in the birth of Obed.  

 
Incidentally, this role of women as interpreters of YHWH’s actions and singers of his praises 

concurs with Gerstenberger’s observation that women contributed significantly to the literature of 
the Second Temple Period. Detecting a specifically female point of view in a number of psalms (e.g., 
123; 127; 128; 133), Gerstenberger contends that texts such as these, much like the women’s words in 
Ruth 4:14-15, “speak from the imagination of familial security; they seek to preserve peace in the 
smaller group or to restore it again.”106 Additionally, says Gerstenberger, they supply an alternative 
repertoire of metaphoric language appropriate for describing the divine, based not on “power and 
military images”, but rather on the “intradomestic perspective.”107 Significantly, Gerstenberger 
suggests that the metaphor of God’s protective wings, “originates from the language and experiential 
sphere of the women.”108 It would lead too far, perhaps, to conclude female authorship for the Book 
of Ruth as a whole. Nevertheless, the point remains that throughout the narrative, it is the task of the 
women to interpret the events within the framework of divine involvement. And if Gerstenberger is 
correct in observing that the image of YHWH’s wings stems from the female sphere of life, women’s 
influence extends even further, to the way God himself (or herself?) is conceptualized in the Book of 
Ruth.  

 
6.2.2.2 “Spread Your Wing Over Me” 
There is one more event in the Ruth scroll that might be construed as ritual (with or without 

explicit religious connotations): the (in)famous scene at the threshing floor. Two aspects of the scene 
offer possibilities for a ritual interpretation: the notion of harvesting and the celebrations associated 
with it, and the specific actions Ruth takes in her courtship of Boaz. 

Concerning possible religious connotations of harvest season in general, the rural character 
of Iron Age Israel implies that “[r]ites and rituals associated with acts of harvesting and herding ... 
would have provided the basis for the primary religious experience of Israelite families.”109 The fact 
that Boaz has enjoyed a good meal (probably including alcohol), and is now lying on the threshing 
floor ‘with a merry heart’ (Ruth 3:7) certainly points in the direction of some kind of celebration. 
However, religious rituals are conspicuously absent, despite the regulations concerning harvest 

                                                             
106 Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 456. 
107 Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 456. 
108 Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 457. 
109 Rainer Albertz & Rüdiger Schmitt, Family and Household Religion in Ancient Israel and the Levant, 
Eisenbrauns, Winona Lake 2012, 402. Jdg 15:1 hints that this ‘celebration of life’ may not have been restricted 
to official ritual performances or a family meal, but would have included increased sexual activity. 
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celebrations in the Torah.110 If a ritual interpretation of the threshing floor scene is possible, I suggest 
looking for it elsewhere, i.e., in the way Ruth gives a religious twist to an initially mundane situation 
by means of specific language and acts. 

 
At the end of chapter 2, the harvest is over and the two women are once again left alone in the 

house. At the beginning of chapter 3, Naomi takes the initiative – incidentally for the first time since 
her decision to return to Bethlehem. Having declared her purpose to secure ‘rest’ (xwnm) for Ruth in 
the house of Boaz, and having stated that he will be at the threshing floor this night, she instructs 
Ruth (3:3-4): 

 
“Now, wash yourself and put oil on yourself and put your mantle over yourself and go down 
to the threshing floor. Do not let yourself be noticed by the man, until he has finished eating 
and drinking. And when he lies down to sleep, you must mark the place where he lies down, 
and go and uncover his feet and lie yourself down. And this will happen: He will tell you 
what you must do.” 
 
The most generally accepted reading of the first part of Naomi’s instruction is simply that 

Ruth has to make sure she looks her best when she approaches Boaz. Several authors, however, 
suggest a ritual overtone. There are those who interpret Ruth’s cosmetic preparations as those of a 
bride on her wedding day, often based on the similarity of the scene with Ez 16:8-12.111 In the latter, 
YHWH finds his bride Jerusalem in the field, naked and soiled. He quickly covers her with his 
garment (@nk !) and “enters into a covenant with her” (Ez 18:8). To read Ruth 3 in the light of this 
verse relocates the marriage ceremony from the gate to the threshing floor, thereby more or less 
‘legalizing’ the erotic overtones of the nightly encounter. However, this view is rare – most 
commentators emphasize precisely the secrecy and unorthodoxy of the scene, and the jeopardy Ruth 
places herself in through this violation of Israelite custom. As Bush correctly remarks, “the course of 
action outlined by Naomi entails the greatest risk to both her [Ruth’s] reputation … and her 

                                                             
110 The regulations of the offering of the firstfruit and of the ingathering at the end of the year are set down in, 
e.g., Ex 34:22 and Lev 23:9-21. These texts focus on sacrifice, temple, and priesthood, and appear to have a 
rather solemn character. In other words, they are a long way removed from the local harvest celebration that 
seems to form the backdrop of Ruth 3. Perhaps the discrepancy can be explained by Albertz and Schmitts 
claim that “[t]he late monarchic Deuteronomistic reform movement sought to incorporate the rites and rituals 
of family religion with those of the official cult” (Albertz & Schmitt, Family, 490). The book of Ruth would 
then reflect an early stage in this development, in which no centralization had taken place yet. Other scholars 
have tried to show links between Boaz’ ‘merriness’ and Canaanite fertility rites, especially in view of the 
alleged mating scene (construed as hieros gamos) between Boaz and Ruth (e.g., Sheehan, ‘Word’). However, 
the lack of ritual acts leading up to the meeting and/or mating of the two, the secrecy Boaz is so anxious to 
maintain, and last but not least, the fact that he is completely confounded as to his role in the proceedings, 
contradict such an interpretation. All that is left of possible links with Canaanite or other fertility rites are the 
themes of sensuality and fertility. It seems unwarranted to deduce from these rather general traits that the 
book of Ruth must be read as a ‘judaized’ version of Canaanite rites. 
111 E.g. Hans Wilhelm Hertzberg, Die Bücher Josua, Richter, Ruth übersetzt und erklärt, Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, Göttingen 1969, who asserts that Ruth approaches the threshing floor “to speak as a bride” (p. 274). 
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Ruth has to make sure she looks her best when she approaches Boaz. Several authors, however, 
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110 The regulations of the offering of the firstfruit and of the ingathering at the end of the year are set down in, 
e.g., Ex 34:22 and Lev 23:9-21. These texts focus on sacrifice, temple, and priesthood, and appear to have a 
rather solemn character. In other words, they are a long way removed from the local harvest celebration that 
seems to form the backdrop of Ruth 3. Perhaps the discrepancy can be explained by Albertz and Schmitts 
claim that “[t]he late monarchic Deuteronomistic reform movement sought to incorporate the rites and rituals 
of family religion with those of the official cult” (Albertz & Schmitt, Family, 490). The book of Ruth would 
then reflect an early stage in this development, in which no centralization had taken place yet. Other scholars 
have tried to show links between Boaz’ ‘merriness’ and Canaanite fertility rites, especially in view of the 
alleged mating scene (construed as hieros gamos) between Boaz and Ruth (e.g., Sheehan, ‘Word’). However, 
the lack of ritual acts leading up to the meeting and/or mating of the two, the secrecy Boaz is so anxious to 
maintain, and last but not least, the fact that he is completely confounded as to his role in the proceedings, 
contradict such an interpretation. All that is left of possible links with Canaanite or other fertility rites are the 
themes of sensuality and fertility. It seems unwarranted to deduce from these rather general traits that the 
book of Ruth must be read as a ‘judaized’ version of Canaanite rites. 
111 E.g. Hans Wilhelm Hertzberg, Die Bücher Josua, Richter, Ruth übersetzt und erklärt, Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, Göttingen 1969, who asserts that Ruth approaches the threshing floor “to speak as a bride” (p. 274). 
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person.”112 If any ritual is involved here at all, Bush claims, it is the resumption of normal personal 
hygiene marking the end of a mourning period.113  
 

Nevertheless, Bush fails to explain the necessity to seek out Boaz at night. Surely there would 
have been a more orthodox way – possibly including Naomi as official matchmaker - to alert Boaz to 
Ruth’s willingness to commit to a new man? Is the simplest reading – that Ruth was dressing up to 
seduce Boaz – the best after all? Perhaps. On the other hand, the scene at the threshing floor does not 
fit the schema of seduction (or ‘bride in the dark’114) entirely. Instead of offering herself (i.e., her 
body) to a bewildered Boaz, Ruth calls on Boaz to “spread out your wings over your maidservant, for 
you are a redeemer” (3:9) – a metaphor generally indicating protection (cf. Ps. 91:4),115 which gains 
the additional dimension of marriage in Ez 16:8. Interestingly, Boaz immediately understands Ruth’s 
words as a marriage proposal, despite the fact that his role as redeemer does not per se imply 
marrying Ruth. The confusion starts. Is Ruth indeed asking for Boaz’ hand? Or does Boaz want to 
misunderstand her, to read a marriage proposal into something that was intended only as a plea to 
take up his responsibility as Naomi’s relative? And did Naomi speculate on his willingness to jump at 
the occasion of marrying the woman he had fallen in love with weeks ago? After all, if she had 
counted on Boaz to do his duty towards a deceased relative’s widow, she could have asked him to do 
so herself. Instead, she arranges a meeting between Boaz and Ruth at a very suggestive time and place 
and never confronts Boaz directly.  

Ruth follows Naomi’s instruction, apparently aimed at seduction, up to the point of lying 
down at Boaz’s feet. But from the moment he awakes, she takes charge of the situation, steering it 
away from any sexual connotations and towards the discourse of law and ḥesed. Or does she? How 
are we to understand the wing Boaz is supposed to spread over her? Is it a reference to his earlier 
statement that she had ‘come to take refuge under the wings of YHWH (2:12)? Or as a request for 
Boaz to invite her into his bed? And why the switch from hxpv in 2:13 to hma in 3:9? According to 
Ebach, the former denotes a “Sklavin in ihrem Wert als Arbeitskraft” while the latter is a “Sklavin im 
Blick auf ihre weiblichen Qualitäten (Schutzbedürftigkeit, sexuelle Attriktivität)”.116 Is this how Ruth 
wants Boaz to perceive her, as a sexually attractive woman who will be as wax in his hands? And if 
seducing him is indeed her purpose, why all the talk of redemption? Ruth’s communication –words 
and body language - is ambiguous on all counts. She speaks of redemption while lying at Boaz’s feet, 
and calls on his duty to emulate YHWH with words that could just as well suggest sexual intercourse. 

 
Confusion reigns. But perhaps it is precisely this confusion that hints at the process of 

ritualization, of inserting ordinary actions into a religious context and imbuing them with new 

                                                             
112 Bush, Ruth, Esther, 156. 
113 Bush, Ruth, Esther, 152. The parallel informing Bush’s view is David’s behavior after the death of 
Bathsheba’s child, recounted in 2 Sam 12:20. During the illness of the child, David had fasted and mourned, 
but now, he “got up from the floor, and washed himself and applied oil to himself and changed his garment.” 
114 See, e.g., Fisch, ‘Ruth and the Structure of Covenant History’; Black, ‘Dark’. 
115 See, e.g., Gerrit C. Vreugdenhil, Onheil dat voorbijgaat. Psalm 91 en de (oudoosterse) bedreiging door 
demonen. Utrecht University, PhD Dissertation (2013). See sections 6.2.2.1 and 6.2.3 of the present study for 
remarks on the gender perspective of this metaphor. 
116 Ebach, ‘Fremde,’ 58. 
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meaning. Looking at the various discourses informing a scene that entangles Ruth, Boaz and the 
reader in a web of half-communications and uncertain conclusions, one cannot avoid the impression 
that there is some kind of conventional ‘script’ involved here, which Ruth manipulates towards her 
own ends by introducing the discourse of redemption into the mating ritual Naomi had sent her out 
to perform. The script of the latter should have ensured the ‘rest’ in a husband’s home she had 
promised Ruth. Of course, ‘ritual’ in this case had very little to do with religion: on the most basic 
level, it simply concerned the pragmatics of the best method to seduce an unsuspecting man and 
achieve his cooperation. Naomi suspects that Ruth is intimately familiar with the rules of this game. 
Did not Ruth’s ancestors engage in very similar activities (Gen 19:36-38)? Neil Glover rightly 
assumes that Naomi “wants Ruth to employ a peculiarly Moabite talent – the seduction of drunken 
elder relatives. For Ruth, as for the daughters of Lot, this will ensure her security.”117 However, Ruth 
ends up turning the mating ritual on its head by adding a religious dimension. Precisely by disturbing 
one ritual, she engages in ritualization – and thereby creates another, or rather, a different ritual than 
the one Naomi had originally intended. 

 
Despite the lack of any standardized religious rites, then, it is possible to detect rituals, or at 

least instances of ritualization in at least three scenes of the narrative: on the threshing floor, in the 
gate, and in the delivery room. The fact that none of them conform exactly to rituals encountered 
elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible (although the naming of Obed certainly comes close to other instances 
of women giving their children meaningful names)118 gives one pause. Yet in a very real way they 
connect the occurrences of everyday life to the dimension of religion. In this sense, they do conform 
to the general tenor of the rest of the Hebrew Bible that life on earth cannot be perceived apart from 
divine involvement. At the same time, however, they subtly rob the conventional rituals centered on 
the Temple of their predominant role in Israelite worship. 

 
6.2.3 YHWH, Shadday, Boaz - Naming God in the Book of Ruth 

The frequent allusions to divine involvement in the book of Ruth make the complete absence 
of more established kinds of ritual even more surprising. There are no conventional rituals in the 
Esther scroll, either, but unlike the book of Esther, the book of Ruth seems to be quite comfortable 
referring to God, or, as Hargrove puts it, to a ‘dimension of experience recognized as encompassing 
something more than everyday reality - the holy”. The reader encounters God under at least two 
different epithets: YHWH and Shadday. Despite many invocations of his name(s), however, the 
involvement of God in the story remains ‘in the shadows’119 throughout much of the narrative – one 
might even be tempted to call it ‘shady’, at least as regards the first chapter of the book.120 

                                                             
117 Glover, ‘Your People,’ 304. 
118 See, e.g., Genesis 29-30; 1 Sam 4:21. 
119 Campbell, Ruth, 28.  
120 Reversely, Melissa Jackson excuses God’s apparent absence as integral to the comical plot of the narrative: 
“A god who intervenes directly to shape the fates of humanity belongs in tragedy’s world. In Ruth, a god who 
remains largely hidden is in no way problematic. This is comedy’s world” (Melissa A. Jackson, Comedy and 
Feminist Interpretation of the Hebrew Bible (Oxford Theological Monographs), Oxford University Press, 
Oxford 2012, 190). 
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The standard divine name, YHWH, occurs 18 times. Strikingly, the narrator reports only one 

divine act directly: in 4:13, YHWH provides a pregnancy for Ruth. In all other cases, a human agent 
reports his deeds: either an anonymous source (1:6), or Naomi (1:13,21), or the women of Bethlehem 
(4:14). In other words, YHWH’s involvement in the narrative is always reported by means of internal 
(and thus apparently less objective) focalization.121 Even more frequently, however, the divine name 
occurs in formulas of greeting, blessing, and oath-taking (1:8,9,17; 2:12,20; 3:10,13; 4:11,12,14). An 
ill-willing reader might even be tempted to conclude that God’s name is used idly, a frill employed to 
add a certain weight to one’s words without any real meaning attached to it. Especially the greetings 
between Boaz and the harvesters come across as an Israelite version of ‘Grüßgott’122 or ‘adieu’ (2:4). 
Naomi’s blessings on her daughters-in-law (“may YHWH do the same ḥesed to you that you did to 
me and the dead”; “May YHWH grant that you will find rest, each in the house of her husband”), 
sound strange as well in the light of her bitter and repeated complaints about YHWH’s harsh dealings 
with her (“The hand of YHWH has gone out against me”, “YHWH made me return empty”; 
“YHWH has testified against me”). It seems as though Naomi is using God’s name because she is 
accustomed to doing so, not because she believes that YHWH will indeed bring about what she 
wishes for. Not that Naomi would not sincerely wish Orpah and Ruth happiness and ‘rest’, but she 
does not at all appear confident about God’s ability and willingness to grant these wishes.123 Focalized 
through Naomi’s eyes, at least in the first chapter, YHWH is the God who destroys and then 
withdraws, leaving his human victims to care for themselves. Campbell and many others assume a 
“correspondence between the way God acts and the way people in the story act.”124 However, in this 
first part of the narrative, the correspondence is turned on its head: rather than providing the 
ultimate example of ḥesed through his own acts, YHWH has to learn the meaning of the term from 
two foreigners, and foreign women at that (1:8). 

Of course, the book of Ruth would not be as loved as it is if the tables did not turn at some 
point. From chapter 2 onwards, every positive development is interpreted as a blessing from YHWH. 
Even Naomi joins in the chorus, suddenly remembering that “YHWH does not abandon his ḥesed 
towards the living and the dead” (2:20). 

 

                                                             
121 For the concept of focalization, see, e.g., Mieke Bal, ‘Narration and Focalization,’ in Mieke Bal (ed.), A 
Mieke Bal Reader. University of Chigaco Press, Chicago 2006, 3-39; Adele Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation of 
Biblical Narrative, Almond Press, Sheffield 1983, 44.  
122 A German greeting predominantly used in Bavaria, roughly translatable as ‘Greet God’. A different 
construal would be to read the many references to YHWH as part of a ‘civil religion’ as defined by Robert 
Bellah (Robert N. Bellah, ‘Civil Religion in America,’ Daedalus 96 (1967): 1-21). Of course, Bellah bases his 
claims solely on observations of American culture, which is arguably very different from ca. 5th century BCE 
Yehud. Nevertheless, the general concept of a set of symbols, rituals, and language conventions that is 
religiously inspired and part of a national identity, and yet cannot be conflated with either religion or politics, 
may be helpful to grasp some of the dynamics of the book of Ruth. 
123 Interpreting the unexpected use of a jussive without a suffix in 1:9a as an instance of ‘anacoluthon', 
Schipper even speaks of an “aborted blessing”, as “Naomi abruptly drops the pretense of pious language in 
favor or practical advice” (Jeremy Schipper, ‘The Syntax and Rhetoric of Ruth 1:9a,’ VT 62 (2012): 945). 
124 Campbell, Ruth, 29. 
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124 Campbell, Ruth, 29. 
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The book of Ruth also employs another name for the divine: ydv (1:20,21). More precisely, 
Naomi employs this term, especially when she evaluates the actions of the deity negatively. The 
etymology of ydv is uncertain.125 Prophetic texts, Psalms, and Job seem to connect the term to the 
power and splendor of God, sometimes in very threatening language. This would agree with an 
etymology based on the root ddv, meaning ‘to devastate’.126 Conversely, the usage in Genesis suggests 
a God who reveals himself in a very personal, intimate way, and promises blessings of procreation 
and prosperity.127 The context of procreation, often associated with ydv in Genesis, has actually led 
some exegetes to the conclusion that ydv is an ancient deity of fertility: “[Naomi] complains to 
Yahweh as Shaddai, the title of Yahweh as the Nurturing One, invoked when fertility is an issue. 
Often translated ‘the Almighty’, Shaddai is more likely to mean ‘the Nurturer’, arising from the root 
word denoting ‘breast’.” 128  A third possible connotation may be the connection with hdv 

(field/plain), understood as marking the transition between wilderness and cultivated land. This 
would suggest a rendering like ‘God of the wilderness’.129

 

Ultimately, Knauf concludes that “a convincing etymology has until now not been offered”, 
and that the biblical texts “contribute little to our knowledge of the nature of that deity before it 
entered the literary process.”130 In the book of Ruth, Naomi identifies Shaddai and YHWH as the one 
divine power that has destroyed her life. Shaddai comes across not as a distinct deity, but as YHWH’s 
menacing alter ego. After having underlined the violent nature of YHWH in 1:20-21, Shaddai is not 
mentioned again. Significantly, at the most ‘fertile’ moment of the narrative, it is God as YHWH who 
is in charge: YHWH grants Ruth a pregnancy, not Shaddai. 

 

                                                             
125 ydv occurs six times in Genesis, three times in the rest of the Pentateuch, twice in Psalms, once or twice 
each in Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Joel, and an astonishing 31 times in the book of Job. Andrea Beyer regards this and 
other similarities between Job and the book of Ruth as indications that Naomi can be construed as a female Job 
(Andrea Beyer, Weder Frauen- noch Fremdengeschichte – Innerbiblische Querbezüge als Deutungshorizonte im 
Ruthbuch. Universität Erlangen, PhD Dissertation (2013)). 
126 As Knauf argues, “This understanding of the name may also have influenced the use of Shadday (as the 
‘violent/powerful’ god) in Ruth 1:20-21 and Ps 91:1” (Ernst Axel Knauf, ‘Shadday,’ in Karel Van der Toorn, 
Bob Becking & Pieter W. Van der Horst (eds), Dictionary of Deities and Demons. Brill, Leiden 2008, 751).  
127 See Gen 17:1; 28:3; 35:11; 43:14; 48:3; 49:25. 
128 Bledstein, ‘Companionship,’ 121. However, as mentioned before, this etymology is not convincing (cf., e.g., 
Albertz, Religionsgeschichte I, 56; G. Johannes Botterweck, Helmer Ringgren and Heinz-Josef Fabry (eds), 
Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids 2004, 422). 
129 In this context, the so-called Balaam inscription found at Deir Alla, the place where the Israelites allegedly 
crossed Jordan into the Promised Land, is also interesting. It does not mention Shaddai, but ‘Shaddayin’, 
uttering an oracle that seems to turn the natural order of things on its head (see, e.g., Martti Nissinen, C.L. 
Seow & Robert R. Ritner, Prophets and Prophecy in the Ancient Near East (Writings from the Ancient World 
12), SBL, Atlanta 2003, 207-212). Naomi, too, expresses her grief about a world that has been turned upside 
down: she, the lovely one, has turned bitter; she was full but is now empty; and the God she trusted has ‘dealt 
very bitterly’ with her (1:20-21). 
130 Knauf, ‘Shadday,’ 749, 751. Knauf points out that in Exodus 6:3, the divine name ydv is replaced or 
supplemented by hwhy in line with the theology of P that to know God by his ‘real’ name is a special privilege 
granted only to Moses and his followers. 
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The book of Ruth also employs another name for the divine: ydv (1:20,21). More precisely, 
Naomi employs this term, especially when she evaluates the actions of the deity negatively. The 
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(field/plain), understood as marking the transition between wilderness and cultivated land. This 
would suggest a rendering like ‘God of the wilderness’.129

 

Ultimately, Knauf concludes that “a convincing etymology has until now not been offered”, 
and that the biblical texts “contribute little to our knowledge of the nature of that deity before it 
entered the literary process.”130 In the book of Ruth, Naomi identifies Shaddai and YHWH as the one 
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125 ydv occurs six times in Genesis, three times in the rest of the Pentateuch, twice in Psalms, once or twice 
each in Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Joel, and an astonishing 31 times in the book of Job. Andrea Beyer regards this and 
other similarities between Job and the book of Ruth as indications that Naomi can be construed as a female Job 
(Andrea Beyer, Weder Frauen- noch Fremdengeschichte – Innerbiblische Querbezüge als Deutungshorizonte im 
Ruthbuch. Universität Erlangen, PhD Dissertation (2013)). 
126 As Knauf argues, “This understanding of the name may also have influenced the use of Shadday (as the 
‘violent/powerful’ god) in Ruth 1:20-21 and Ps 91:1” (Ernst Axel Knauf, ‘Shadday,’ in Karel Van der Toorn, 
Bob Becking & Pieter W. Van der Horst (eds), Dictionary of Deities and Demons. Brill, Leiden 2008, 751).  
127 See Gen 17:1; 28:3; 35:11; 43:14; 48:3; 49:25. 
128 Bledstein, ‘Companionship,’ 121. However, as mentioned before, this etymology is not convincing (cf., e.g., 
Albertz, Religionsgeschichte I, 56; G. Johannes Botterweck, Helmer Ringgren and Heinz-Josef Fabry (eds), 
Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids 2004, 422). 
129 In this context, the so-called Balaam inscription found at Deir Alla, the place where the Israelites allegedly 
crossed Jordan into the Promised Land, is also interesting. It does not mention Shaddai, but ‘Shaddayin’, 
uttering an oracle that seems to turn the natural order of things on its head (see, e.g., Martti Nissinen, C.L. 
Seow & Robert R. Ritner, Prophets and Prophecy in the Ancient Near East (Writings from the Ancient World 
12), SBL, Atlanta 2003, 207-212). Naomi, too, expresses her grief about a world that has been turned upside 
down: she, the lovely one, has turned bitter; she was full but is now empty; and the God she trusted has ‘dealt 
very bitterly’ with her (1:20-21). 
130 Knauf, ‘Shadday,’ 749, 751. Knauf points out that in Exodus 6:3, the divine name ydv is replaced or 
supplemented by hwhy in line with the theology of P that to know God by his ‘real’ name is a special privilege 
granted only to Moses and his followers. 
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Indeed, in 4:13, YHWH acts directly for the first and last time in the narrative: he ‘gives Ruth 
a pregnancy’. Precisely in this most mundane of human activities – sexual relations – YHWH shows 
himself as most involved.131 It is almost as though the reader is to understand that humans can – and 
should – be self-sufficient in every other aspect, but the creation of life remains YHWH’s privilege. 
Ultimately, both Boaz and YHWH have to contribute their share in order to facilitate the birth of 
Boaz, which brings us to another interesting point: the parallel between YHWH and Boaz. The 
correspondence between the two is achieved, first of all, through Boaz’ role as redeemer, a role also 
often attributed to God.132 Second, on the level of language, the use of @nk (wings) first for describing 
YHWH’s protection (2:12) and then applied to Boaz (3:9) establishes a strong link between the 
two.133 Third, Boaz uses language reminiscent of the apodictic law of, e.g., the Ten Commandments, 
when he tells Ruth not to go gleaning on any other field (2:8). He seems to want to bind Ruth to his 
field (and, by extension, to himself) through his offer of protection and provisions, much like YHWH 
wants to bind the Israelites to himself through the covenant. Of course, a friendly reading would 
conclude that Boaz is only looking out for Ruth as best as he can, and that he wants to make sure she 
can glean plentifully and undisturbed. But there is a compelling hint of the ‘jealous God’ of Exodus 
20:3-6 in Boaz’ insistence that Ruth must not sneak away and try her luck on any other field. The very 
wording of his request suggests as much: Ruth has to ‘cling to’ (qbd) Boaz’ servants (2:8,21,23), just 
like Israel has to ‘cling to’ YHWH and his commandments.134 Like YHWH, Boaz presents himself as 
the benefactor of his beloved. But this benevolence is bought at the price of exclusive ‘worship’.135 
Finally, as already pointed out (section 6.2.2.1), the language Boaz employs as he announces his 
intention to marry Ruth, is revealing: “I acquire (hnq) Ruth, the Moabitess for myself as [my] wife” 
(4:10). Ex 15:13 praises YHWH as the one who has redeemed (hlg) his people – the people which, 
according to Ex 13:16, he had previously acquired (hnq). Intriguingly, YHWH “guides the people he 
has redeemed (lag) in his strength (z[b, b’az, Ex 15:13)”, suggesting yet another parallel between the 
God of Israel and the ‘strong man’ Boaz. 

 
It would be easy to conclude from these parallels between Boaz and YHWH that God is 

portrayed as a male figure in Ruth, and that due to this resemblance Boaz, and implicitly all men, 
acquire divine dignity. However, as pointed out above, the image of YHWH’s/Boaz’ protective wings 
may well be rooted in the female sphere of experience.136 Besides pointing out the very mundane 

                                                             
131 As pointed out by Eskenazi and Frymer-Kensky, the formulation used in Ruth 4:13 “is unique to Ruth and 
more directly implicates God in her pregnancy than is true of other biblical birth accounts (where God 
typically remembers a woman and she conceives, as with Sarah in Gen 21:1-2)” (Eskenazi & Frymer-Kensky, 
Ruth, xliv-xxlv). 
132 See e.g., Job 19:25; Ps 19:14; 78:35; and especially the many occurrences in Deutero-Isaiah, e.g., 41:14; 44:6; 
47:4; 48:17. 
133 See also Dtr 32:11 and diverse Psalms (e.g., 17:8; 57:1; 61:4; 91:4).  
134 Dtr 4:4; 10:20; 13:4; 30:20; Josh 22:5; 23:8; Jer 13:11; Ps 119:31. 
135 For a recent contribution on divine jealousy as foundation for monotheistic tendencies, see Bob Becking, 
‘Gottes Eifersucht als eine der Wurzeln des altisraelitischen Monotheismus,’ in Christoph Schwöbel (ed.), 
Gott, Götter, Götzen: XIV Europäischer Kongress für Theologie. Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, Leipzig 2013, 292-
303. 
136 Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 457. 
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basis for this metaphor in the chicken pen, Gerstenberger also quotes Silvia Schroer’s research on the 
image in iconography, concluding that “it is interesting that the symbolized security and healing 
activity actually befits many ancient Eastern goddesses and was adopted by Yahweh as part of his 
‘motherliness.’”137 In other words, precisely as Boaz comes into action in a god-like way by setting in 
motion the redemption of two destitute women, this action is described in terms reminiscent of 
female deities. 

And there are parallels between mortal women and YHWH as well. As already mentioned, it 
is first and foremost Ruth and Orpah who practice ḥesed, and Naomi invites God to follow their 
example (1:8) - not the other way around, as many commentators would have it. In this sense, a 
female image of God would be at least as defensible as a male one. And to return once more to the 
issue of pregnancy: It is interesting that while previously, Boaz had acted on YHWH’s behalf 
(admittedly after some coaxing from Ruth), here the text emphasizes that Boaz and YHWH are not to 
be confused after all: there is still a difference between Boaz on the one hand (‘he went in to her’) and 
YHWH on the other (‘he gave her a pregnancy’). Had Ruth been better versed in Israelite literature, 
she might have rejoiced, like Eve, “I have acquired (hnq!) a man with YHWH!” (Gen 4:1). The 
conviction that procreation depends on divine favor is found in many places in the Hebrew Bible. 
Sarah (Gen 21), Rachel (Gen 30), and Hannah (1 Sam 1) all experience that a loving husband is not 
enough: if YHWH closes a womb, humans are helpless. In the case of Ruth, the remark that ‘God 
granted her a pregnancy’ vindicates everything that has happened so far: Elimelek’s move to Moab, 
Ruth’s migration to Israel, even the furtive scene at the threshing floor. It also answers the question 
whether God is necessary for the narrative in the first place. Sasson had answered this negatively, 
asserting that the plot would have enfolded nicely even without divine involvement.138 This may be 
true in many instances, but not here: without Ruth’s pregnancy, which is unequivocally attributed to 
YHWH, the central problem of the narrative would not have been solved. 

 

6.2.4 Community of Believers 

Everything said so far about ‘religion’ in the book of Ruth is embedded in the social reality of 
the community of Bethlehem. This community, I would argue, is paradigmatic for the way the author 
envisions Israel as a whole. 

By way of introduction, let me refer once more to the movie THE STORY OF RUTH. In this 
screenplay, the viewer in fact encounters two communities of believers: the Moabites, united in a 
national cult around bloodthirsty Chemosh, and the Israelites, faithful (though certainly not flawless) 
believers in YHWH. Religion in Moab is well organized, hierarchical, and directly tied to the royal 
court. It obviously involves large sums of money: the priests (both male and female) dwell in a palace-
like temple complex, and the king engages in large-scale building projects in order to provide 
Chemosh with an even bigger statue than he already had.139 The girl Ruth is sold to the temple by her 

                                                             
137 Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 457. See also Silvia Schroer, ‘Im Schatten deiner Flügel,’ in Rainer Kessler, 
Kerstin Ulrich, Milton Schwantes & Gary Stansell (eds), “Ihr Völker all, klatscht in die Hände!” Exegese in 
unserer Zeit, LIT Verlag, Münster 1997, 296-316. 
138 Sasson, Ruth. 
139 From line 25-26 of the Meša-stele one can conclude that the movie may even give a fairly accurate 
impression of practices current in Moab (and probably most other surrounding countries, including Israel) at 

 
 

 76 

basis for this metaphor in the chicken pen, Gerstenberger also quotes Silvia Schroer’s research on the 
image in iconography, concluding that “it is interesting that the symbolized security and healing 
activity actually befits many ancient Eastern goddesses and was adopted by Yahweh as part of his 
‘motherliness.’”137 In other words, precisely as Boaz comes into action in a god-like way by setting in 
motion the redemption of two destitute women, this action is described in terms reminiscent of 
female deities. 

And there are parallels between mortal women and YHWH as well. As already mentioned, it 
is first and foremost Ruth and Orpah who practice ḥesed, and Naomi invites God to follow their 
example (1:8) - not the other way around, as many commentators would have it. In this sense, a 
female image of God would be at least as defensible as a male one. And to return once more to the 
issue of pregnancy: It is interesting that while previously, Boaz had acted on YHWH’s behalf 
(admittedly after some coaxing from Ruth), here the text emphasizes that Boaz and YHWH are not to 
be confused after all: there is still a difference between Boaz on the one hand (‘he went in to her’) and 
YHWH on the other (‘he gave her a pregnancy’). Had Ruth been better versed in Israelite literature, 
she might have rejoiced, like Eve, “I have acquired (hnq!) a man with YHWH!” (Gen 4:1). The 
conviction that procreation depends on divine favor is found in many places in the Hebrew Bible. 
Sarah (Gen 21), Rachel (Gen 30), and Hannah (1 Sam 1) all experience that a loving husband is not 
enough: if YHWH closes a womb, humans are helpless. In the case of Ruth, the remark that ‘God 
granted her a pregnancy’ vindicates everything that has happened so far: Elimelek’s move to Moab, 
Ruth’s migration to Israel, even the furtive scene at the threshing floor. It also answers the question 
whether God is necessary for the narrative in the first place. Sasson had answered this negatively, 
asserting that the plot would have enfolded nicely even without divine involvement.138 This may be 
true in many instances, but not here: without Ruth’s pregnancy, which is unequivocally attributed to 
YHWH, the central problem of the narrative would not have been solved. 

 

6.2.4 Community of Believers 

Everything said so far about ‘religion’ in the book of Ruth is embedded in the social reality of 
the community of Bethlehem. This community, I would argue, is paradigmatic for the way the author 
envisions Israel as a whole. 

By way of introduction, let me refer once more to the movie THE STORY OF RUTH. In this 
screenplay, the viewer in fact encounters two communities of believers: the Moabites, united in a 
national cult around bloodthirsty Chemosh, and the Israelites, faithful (though certainly not flawless) 
believers in YHWH. Religion in Moab is well organized, hierarchical, and directly tied to the royal 
court. It obviously involves large sums of money: the priests (both male and female) dwell in a palace-
like temple complex, and the king engages in large-scale building projects in order to provide 
Chemosh with an even bigger statue than he already had.139 The girl Ruth is sold to the temple by her 

                                                             
137 Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 457. See also Silvia Schroer, ‘Im Schatten deiner Flügel,’ in Rainer Kessler, 
Kerstin Ulrich, Milton Schwantes & Gary Stansell (eds), “Ihr Völker all, klatscht in die Hände!” Exegese in 
unserer Zeit, LIT Verlag, Münster 1997, 296-316. 
138 Sasson, Ruth. 
139 From line 25-26 of the Meša-stele one can conclude that the movie may even give a fairly accurate 
impression of practices current in Moab (and probably most other surrounding countries, including Israel) at 



 
 

 77 

destitute parents and would have been sacrificed to Chemosh, had it not been for a convenient 
blemish on her arm. The emphasis is on minutely prescribed rituals and the unquestioning devotion 
of the believer, even in the face of child sacrifice. Needless to say, Bethlehem (which, in the movie, is 
clearly intended as representative of all Israel) is different on all counts. Hierarchy runs along gender 
and social lines and has nothing to do with religion. There is nothing comparable to the splendor of 
the Moabite temple, nor are there religious specialists, with the exception of an itinerant prophet 
(who, however, operates on the margins of society instead of at its center). And instead of female 
priests, there are the women of Bethlehem, whose specialty appears to be gossip and discrimination 
against foreigners.  

Why this excursion to Hollywood? Because the artistic freedom employed in the movie can 
help to bring out all the more clearly what the biblical text does, and does not, say. First of all, 
although 18 of the book’s 85 verses are set in Moab, the reader learns nothing about the religious 
ideas and practices of its inhabitants. Of course, we know from other biblical and extrabiblical 
sources that the national god of Moab was Chemosh, and that he was probably very similar to 
YHWH, the national God of Israel, in many respects.140 However, the Ruth scroll is silent on the 
subject. This lack of information is crucial because it turns Ruth’s conversion into somewhat of a 
mystery. She turns towards Israel, but what does she turn away from? We do not learn what she 
leaves behind, other than the physical ‘plains of Moab’, and apparently, her parents (2:11). The 
denigrating language used for Moab and/or Chemosh in, e.g., 1 Kgs 11:7 and 2 Kgs 23:13 is absent 
from the book of Ruth, but precisely through its silence on this subject, the text presents the 
community of Moab along with its god as non-entities, implicitly bolstering YHWH’s claim to power 
even beyond his own territory. 

 
The only ‘community’ really present in the book of Ruth, is that of Bethlehem, embedded in 

the larger entities of Israel and Judah. Whether the designation ‘religious community’ is valid for this 
group remains to be seen - the absence of organizational structures explicitly related to religion seems 
to point in a different direction. Ultimately, I suggest that one of the main issues thematized in the 
book of Ruth is ‘community-building’. This takes place on a small scale within the community of 
Bethlehem and the ‘house’ of Ruth, Boaz, and Naomi, but has far-reaching consequences for the 
‘imagined community’ of Israel as a whole.  

                                                                                                                                                                                              
the time. In line 25-26 of the stele, Meša reports: “Und ich habe die Balken für Qeriḥo schlagen lassen durch 
Gefangene aus Israel” (translation: Erasmus Gaß, Die Moabiter - Geschichte und Kultur eines ostjordanischen 
Volkes im 1. Jahrtausend v. Chr., Harrowitz Verlag, Wiesbaden 2009). See also Bob Becking, ‘Exile and Forced 
Labour in Bêt Har’os: Remarks on a Recently Discovered Moabite Inscription,’ in Gershon Galil, Mark Geller 
& Alan Millard (eds), Homeland and Exile. Biblical and Ancient Near Eastern Studies in Honour of Bustenay 
Oded. Brill, Leiden, Boston 2009, 3-12. However, and this is precisely my point, none of this information is 
found in the book of Ruth.  
140 Cf., e.g., Morton Smith, ‘The Common Theology of the Ancient Near East,’ JBL 71 (1952): 135-147; Daniel 
Block, The Gods of the Nations. Studies in Ancient Near Eastern National Theology, Baker Academic, Grand 
Rapids 1988; Hans-Peter Müller, ‘Chemosh,’ in Karel Van der Toorn, Bob Becking & Pieter W. Van der Horst 
(eds), Dictionary of Deities and Demons. Brill, Leiden 1999, 186-189; Mark S. Smith, God in Translation: 
Deities in Cross-Cultural Discourse in the Biblical World (Forschungen zum Alten Testament 57), Mohr-
Siebeck, Tübingen 2008. 
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Bethlehem is the scene of the greater part of the narrative. This focus on one small town (as 

opposed to the general label ‘Moab’) is interesting, especially if Bethlehem is construed as pars pro 
toto for Israel, or Judah, or both. In several cases, the town is further specified as ‘Bethlehem, Judah’, 
or tied to Ephratah, the site of Rachel’s death and burial (Gen 35:19; 48:7). The mention of Ephratah 
reinforces the link between the book of Ruth and the narratives about the matriarchs on the one hand 
and with David and possibly even a messianic king (Micah 5:2) on the other. But the emphasis on the 
village of Bethlehem may have yet another function. It takes the narrative to the personal, controllable 
level of the family and the clan, a level with strong ties between the private and the public domain, 
where mutual assistance is self-evident. And I suggest that it is precisely this ‘homely’ quality of 
community life that makes Bethlehem – the house of bread141 - a model of and for Israel in the book 
of Ruth.142 

 
The second designation of the community, Israel, appears five times in Ruth. Its first 

occurrence is in 2:12, where Boaz, after praising Ruth for having left her home, goes on:  
 
“May YHWH repay your deed, and may your wage be complete from YHWH, the God of 
Israel, under whose wings you have taken refuge”. 
 
The last four occurrences are all in chapter 4. Ruth 4:7 explains the ancient custom of 

exchanging sandals. Finally, Israel is mentioned as part of the blessings the men pronounce on Boaz 
and the women on Naomi and Obed: 

 
And all the people who where in the gate and the elders said:  
“[We are] witnesses. May YHWH give [that] the woman who will come into your house [will 
be] like Rachel and Leah, who have built the house of Israel, the two of them, and may you do 
strong deeds in Ephratah, and may your name be called in Bethlehem.” (4:11) 
 
And the women said to Naomi: 
“Blessed be YHWH, who has not left you lacking a redeemer today! May his name be called 
in Israel!” (4:14) 
 
Interestingly, with the exception of 4:7, Israel always occurs in a verse in which YHWH is 

also mentioned. Boaz explicitly calls YHWH the God of Israel (2:12), and in 4:11 and 14, the country 
and its God are also connected.  

Judah, on the other hand, is never explicitly tied to YHWH. Rather, it is used to specify 
Bethlehem (1:1,2) or as Naomi’s general destination (hdwhy #ra) as she returns from Moab (1:7). In 
both cases, it is clearly a geographic location, based on ‘reality’. Israel has no such ‘real’, in the sense 

                                                             
141  It has been suggested that ‘Bethlehem’ is derived from the deity Laḫmu (Ernst Honigmann, ‘Bît-
Laḫmu(ed.), RLA 2. 1933, 47). However,  the etymology rests on shaky legs, and should probably be 
abandoned in favor of ‘house of bread’ or ‘house of fighting’ (George C. Heider, ‘Lahmu,’ in Karel Van der 
Toorn, Bob Becking & Pieter W. Van der Horst (eds), Dictionary of Deities and Demons. Brill, Leiden 1999, 
502). The author of Ruth, in any case, seems to play with the paradox of a breadless ‘house of bread’.  
142 Cf., e.g.,  Fischer, Rut, 38. 
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of ‘physical’, basis.143 Rather, it comes across as an ideal: a people unified in their belief in YHWH, 
portrayed as the intimate community of the ‘house’ (tyb). Bethlehem, I suggest, functions as example 
of how life should be organized in Israel as a whole: mutual solidarity and genuine kindness (dsx), 
performed within the framework of Torah. Through allusions to a variety of intertexts (or ‘myths’), 
the character of the ideal Israelite community materializes in more detail. Intriguingly, it is Ruth the 
Moabite who embodies this character most pervasively. 
 

6.3 Ethnic Identity in Ruth144 

To claim that Ruth acts as embodiment of Israelite identity presupposes a development that 
has yet to be investigated: Ruth’s ‘conversion’, or ‘naturalization’, or ‘absorption’ into Israel.145  

From the very first verse onwards, the book of Ruth delineates and describes two different 
ethnic groups: Moab and Israel/Judah. Though both groups had ceased to exist as independent 
nations at the time the book was (presumably) written, the narrative presents them as recognizable 
entities with well-defined geographic borders, each housing a different ethnic group.146 But gradually, 
the reader realizes that the two groups do not function on an equal footing. Neither is ethnic identity 
as stable as appears at first sight. 

My analysis is loosely based on the list of ethnic markers elaborated above (section 4.1); 
However, before examining if and how each ethnic marker plays a role in the construal of Israelite 
(and sometimes Moabite) identity, I turn to the way the book of Ruth plays with the notion of 
insider/outsider per se.  

 

                                                             
143 This is in line with the development, suggested by Philip Davies, that “’Israel,’ in fact, becomes a social and 
religious term during the Persian period, and not a political one – quite distinct in usage from the name of the 
defunct kingdom” (Philip R. Davies, ‘The Origin of Biblical Israel,’ in Yairah Amit, Ehud Ben Zvi, Israel 
Finkelstein & Oded Lipschits (eds), Essays on Ancient Israel in Its Near Eastern Context. Eisenbrauns, Winona 
Lake 2006, 144-145). Davies locates the motivation for the adoption of the name ‘Israel’ in the destruction of 
the Jerusalem temple and the necessity to turn to alternative places of worship, notably Bethel, “the home of 
Israel itself, or rather ‘himself’: Jacob” (Davies, ‘Origin,’ 145). 
144 Parts of this section will appear as  ‘Ruth – A Born-Again Israelite? One Woman’s Journey through Space 
and Time’ in Ehud ben Zvi & Diana Edelman (eds), Imaginging the Other and Constructing the Israelie Identity 
in the Late Persian/Early Hellenistic Period, Bloomsbury, London, forthcoming in 2014.  
145  As elaborated above, conventional scholarship often construes Ruth’s transition into Israel as 
predominantly religious conversion and values it positively (e.g., Gerleman, Ruth; Das Hohelied), while more 
recent approaches also focus on the ethnic aspects (e.g., Glover, ‘Your People’) and are occasionally very 
critical about the ‘absorption’ of the foreigner Ruth into the dominant ethnic and religious group (e.g., 
Donaldson, ‘Orpah’). 
146 The word ‘border’ (lwbg) does not occur in the text, neither is there any other indication of a physical 
boundary marker between the two territories. However, notwithstanding the possibility of a more or less 
‘fuzzy’ border region, the text implies that Israelites and Moabites would have known in which country they 
were at any given time. Incidentally, Moab is regularly referred to as a region (bawm ydf) rather than a country 
or nation. Gaß construes this as an indication that the Moabite nation was no longer in existence when the 
book of Ruth was written, but also points to the possibility that the expression ‘fields of Moab’ is based on the 
fertility of the region (Gaß, Moabiter, 145-146). 
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6.3.1 Strangers in the Night - The use of  rg  and yrkn 

The book of Ruth employs two different words to describe ‘foreigners’ or ‘strangers’. In Ruth 
1:1, the verb rwg is used in reference to Elimelek and his family: due to the famine in ‘the land’, they 
went to ‘sojourn’ in the plains of Moab. In Ruth 2:10, Ruth depicts herself as a hyrkn, a ‘stranger’, 
undeserving of Boaz’ kind words.147 Both words partake of the general semantics of exclusion and 
inclusion present in the book of Ruth, each adding a distinct nuance to this discourse. 

The use of rwg in 1:1 has received a good deal of attention in biblical scholarship, mostly due 
to the perceived parallel with Abraham’s periods of sojourn. In general, the term seems to denote 
someone who stays in a particular country or region without any property rights to the land there.148 
Spina construes the motivation to become a rg as “the desire for or necessity of seeking out a new and 
potentially more favorable social setting elsewhere.”149 In many cases, Spina asserts, “it was social and 
political upheaval due to war, famine, economic and social troubles, oppression, plague and other 
misfortunes that produced gerîm” (p. 324). Yet sometimes, the simple “hope that a significantly 
better life was available elsewhere”150 may have been sufficient to break up one’s tent and try one’s 
luck in a different place. 

 
The schema of sojourn as described above can be subdivided into two ‘prototypical 

scenarios’, each of which has its own set of ideological ramifications. They can be distinguished on 
the basis of the subject of rg or rwg - is the sojourner an Israelite, or a non-Israelite living as ‘stranger’ 
among the ‘holy people’? 

 
Concerning the first option – Israelite sojourners - one could argue that until the conquest of 

the Promised Land, sojourn is the divinely prescribed mode of existence for Israel – the creed-like 
utterance of Dtr 26:5 certainly suggests as much.151 However, not all instances of sojourn are 
evaluated equally positively. Further specification can be made on the basis of the place of sojourn, 

                                                             
147 For a more legally focused approach to the ‘stranger’ in Israel, see Reinhard Achenbach, Rainer Albertz & 
Jacob Wöhrle (eds), The Foreigner and the Law: Perspectives from the Hebrew Bible and the Ancient Near East 
(Beihefte zur Zeitschrift für Altorientalische und Biblische Rechtsgeschichte 16). Hassarowitz, Wiesbaden 
2011. Achenbach’s contribution deals specifically with the terminology employed for ‘foreigners’ in the 
Pentateuch. 
148 As Bultmann shows, it is not even necessary to cross any national borders in order to become a rg – the 
Levite from Bethlehem simply left his hometown in order to ‘sojourn where he might find [a place]’, and ends 
up in the hill country of Ephraim (Judges 17:8, Christoph Bultmann, Der Fremde im Antiken Judah. Eine 
Untersuchung zum sozialen Typenbegriff “ger” und seinem Bedeutungswandel in der alttestamentlichen 
Gesetzgebung (Forschungen zur Religion und Literatur des Alten und Neuen Testaments), Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, Göttingen 1992, 18f). 
149 Frank Anthony Spina, ‘Israelites as gerîm, ‘Sojourners,’ in Social and Historical Context,’ in Carol Meyers & 
M. O’Connor (eds), The Word of the Lord Shall Go Forth: Essays in Honor of David Noel Freedman in 
Celebration of His Sixtieth Birthday. American Schools of Oriental Research, Philadelphia 1983, 324. 
150 Spina, ‘Gerîm,’ 324. 
151 “And you shall answer, saying before YHWH your God: ‘A perishing Aramean was my father, and he went 
down to Egypt to sojourn there with just a few people, and there he became a large people, powerful and 
numerous.’” See also Robertson Kennedy, Homeland. 
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and by implication, the divine or human initiative forming its basis. Is it the land of Canaan, where 
Abraham and his descendants sojourn in the hope of definite ownership of the land that is promised 
to them by divine decree (Gen 26:3)? Or is it a different region – specifically Egypt – in which they 
seek refuge in times of famine (Gen 12:10 and 47:4)? While the biblical texts (notably Genesis) 
arguably describe the former as part and parcel of early Israelite identity, the latter form of sojourn is 
viewed with more suspicion.152 There is a noteworthy difference between divinely commanded 
sojourn in the land of Promise, and self-initiated sojourn in a land seemingly promising better living 
conditions. Significantly, the sojourn of Elimelek and his family does not fit the schema (if it can be 
defined as such) of divinely decreed sojourn in Canaan, but rather of the self-initiated sojourns of the 
patriarchs in Egypt. Especially Genesis 12:10 shows striking parallels with Ruth 1:1: 

 
#rab b[r yhyw 

~v rwgl hmyrcm ~rba dryw 

 

#rab b[rh dbk-yk 

 And there was a famine in the land153, 
And Abraham went to Egypt to 
sojourn there, 
for the famine was heavy on the land 
(Gen 12:10). 
 

~yjpvh jpv ymyb yhyw 

 

#rab b[r yhyw 

ydfb rwgl hdwhy ~xl tybm vya $lyw  

 bawm 

wynb ynvw wtvaw awh 

 And it occurred in the days when the 
judges were judging 
That there was a famine in the land, 
And a man from Bethlehem in Judah 
went to sojourn in the plains of Moab, 
Him and his wife and his two sons (Rt 
1:1). 

 

On the one hand, to be put on a par with Israel’s revered patriarchs suggests a high degree of 
approval of Elimelek’s actions: by leaving his country, he acts in the spirit of Abraham and Jacob, 
who found themselves in similar situations and searched the solution in similar directions. On the 
other hand, the outcome of Abraham and Jacob’s sojourns often proved disastrous: in Egypt, 
Abraham passed off Sarah as his sister, landing her in Pharao’s harem and Pharao’s household in 
serious trouble (Gen 12:15-17). And Jacob’s voluntary sojourn in Egypt gradually turned into 
captivity, threatening the very survival of the people that was to become Israel. The location of 
Elimelek’s sojourn reinforces the negative connotations: he seeks shelter in Moab, not only Israel’s 
longstanding enemy, but also the last station of the Israelites before entering the Promised Land (Dtr 
34). Like Abraham, who left the land promised to him just a few verses earlier in favor of Egypt (Gen 

                                                             
152 Robertson Kennedy argues that to accept sojourn in the land of Canaan was an integral part of God’s plan 
with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob: “The land of Canaan is thus the land of sojourn as interpreted within the 
conceptual framework of the divine promise of possession. It is indicated as a place of sojourn because it is 
given by God. The place of belonging is not the land of origin which lies in their past, but the land of 
possession which lies ahead in their future” (Robertson Kennedy, Homeland, 69).  
153 It is possible that the use of #ra in Ruth 1:1, instead of a more precise description like ‘Judah’ or ‘Israel’, is 
motivated by the wish to underline the intertextuality with Gen 12:10. 
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12), Elimelek turns his back on the country promised to all Israelites and voluntarily takes a step back 
in the history of salvation. 

However negatively Israel’s sojourn in Egypt may be evaluated, it forms the moral basis for 
the laws prescribing Israel’s treatment of sojourners living among them – the second stereotypical 
scenario hinted at above. Calling to mind Israel’s own sojourn in Egypt, the Israelites are admonished 
to deal kindly with the sojourner in their midst (e.g. Lev 19:33-34). The latter are not automatically 
part of the assembly of Israel, but may join it at will – the only condition is circumcision of all male 
members of a household (Ex 12:48). And in many cases, the text emphasizes the equality between 
‘Israelites’ and ‘sojourners’: In Lev 19:34, the Israelites are called upon to ‘love the stranger who 
sojourns with you as the native among you, and you shall love him as yourself, for you were 
sojourners in the land of Egypt.” Num 15:14 allows sojourners to offer sacrifices to YHWH, and the 
next verse declares that “you and the sojourner shall be alike before YHWH”. However, what seems 
like the ideal multi-cultural society our modern world is struggling so hard to realize has a backside as 
well. The acceptance of ‘strangers’ into Israel was by no means unconditional. Numbers 15:16 states 
that “one law and one rule shall be for you and for the sojourner who sojourns with you.” And while 
it sounds appealing that the law is unbiased against all who live in the land, this verse also suggests 
that the ‘sojourner’ could not stay a ‘stranger’ for long. With the privilege of living under the 
covenant came the duty to follow the rules of the country, to adapt, to leave ones own cultural and 
religious roots behind. Immigrants received a warm welcome in Israel (at least in theory), but the 
pressure to assimilate was as strong then as it is now. 

 
Interestingly, Ruth’s stay in Bethlehem is not described as rg, but with a different word.154 

Ruth herself uses the term hyrkn while expressing her gratitude towards Boaz (2:10). 
 

hynp-l[ lptw 

hcra wxtvtw 

wyla rmatw   
ynrykhl $yny[b !x ytacm [wdm 

 

  hyrkn yknaw 

 And she fell on her face 
and bowed to the ground 
and said to him: 
“Why have I found favor in your eyes 
that you should recognize me - 
me, a foreigner!” 

 
Additionally, in 2:19 and 3:14, the verb rkn, related to the adjective yrkn, occurs. There is a 

strange tension between the basic meaning of the verb, ‘to know, recognize’, and the use of the noun 
for that which is foreign, or ‘unknown’. rkn in the hiphil implies familiarity – individuals recognize 
their loved ones (Gen 42:7-8), or possessions (Gen 31:32; 37:32-32; 38:25-26), and must be warned 
not to show partiality on the basis of this familiarity (Dtr 16:19; Prov 28:21). yrkn, on the other hand, 

                                                             
154 According to Agnethe Siquans, the author of the book wants to extend the status of rg to Ruth, thereby 
securing protection and ‘social security’ for her as prescribed in the Torah, although the term is not usually 
applied to women (Agnethe Siquans, ‘Foreignness and Poverty in the Book of Ruth: A Legal Way for a Poor 
Foreign Women to Be Integrated Into Israel,’ JBL 128 (2009): 443-452). However, I would argue to the 
contrary that Ruth’s transition in status is more radical: She is not transformed from a ‘strange woman’ into a 
‘resident stranger’, but into an Israelite woman proper. 
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describes the exact opposite: persons, customs, objects or gods who are unfamiliar from the 
perspective of the narrator or the protagonists.  

Whoever uses the term to refer to someone else thereby creates distance between his own 
perspective and that of the other – it is impossible for an insider and his or her yrkn to see eye to eye. 
The term implies both menace and inferiority. The well-known ‘strange woman’ in Proverbs can 
perhaps be construed as a prototype of hyrkn – luring away the young man from everything that is 
familiar and good, she emanates a threat for ‘straight’ Israelite identity.155 

It is debatable whether yrkn denotes a ‘foreigner’ in the ethnic sense, or simply someone who 
behaves in a ‘strange’ way. The books where yrkn is found most often, i.e., Proverbs (10x) and 
Ezra/Nehemiah (9x) are also time the books where the meaning of the term is most controversial. 
The ‘strange’ woman in Proverbs is characterized by her ‘smooth speech’, intended to lure the young 
man away from the path of wisdom, but what her strangeness consists of, other than her antagonism 
vis-à-vis Lady Wisdom, is not revealed.156 The usage in Ezra/Nehemiah seems more straightforward: 
here, a clear distinction is made between those belonging to the ‘holy seed’ on the one hand, and the 
‘foreigners’ who threaten the moral, religious, and even biological integrity of this seed on the other 
(Ezra 9:2,10ff). However, as Becking and others have pointed out, the list of foreign peoples in Ezra 
9:1 is probably a stereotypical fabrication rather than an accurate account of the situation. Becking 
concludes that the language employed in Ezra 9-10 reflects an “inner-Yahwistic polemic: a witch-
hunt.” 157 Individuals (mostly female) whose practice of Yahwism deviated from Ezra’s ideals were 
depicted as ‘foreign’, although they were probably originally part of the same ethnic group as the 
returnees. They were ‘unfamiliar’, even ‘unrecogizable’ from the perspective of Ezra’s ideal of the 
people of YHWH, but not ‘foreign’ in the sense of ‘from a different ethnic background’.  

                                                             
155 For an overview of the most common approaches regarding the ‘strange woman’ in Proverbs (adherent of a 
foreign cult, adulteress, outcast, witch, poetic personification, complex literary symbol), see Christl Maier, Die 
“fremde Frau” in Proverbien 1-9: eine exegetische und sozialgeschichtliche Studie (OBO 144), Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, Freiburg (Schweiz)/Göttingen 1995, 7-13. Maier herself reads the ‘strange woman’ primarily as 
embodiment of the threat posed by sexual infidelity to the social and economic integrity of the twba tyb: 
“Potentiell kann für einen Mann der Trägergruppe jede Frau außer der eigenen Ehefrau zur ‘fremden’ 
werden” (Maier, Fremde Frau, 269). 
156 ESV and NRSV even translate hyrkn with “adulteress”, while the NIV uses “wayward wife” or “another 
man’s wife” (Prov 2:16; 5:20; 6:24; 7:5; 23:27). And while both the eroticized translation of ESV and NRSV and 
the NIV’s presupposition that a woman must automatically be a wife probably reveal more about the 
translator than about the original meaning of yrkn, they do illustrate the difficulty of translating the term in this 
context. 
157 Bob Becking, ‘On the Identity of the ‘Foreign’ Women in Ezra 9-10,’ in Lester L. Grabbe & Gary N. 
Knoppers (eds), Exile and Restoration Revisited: Essays on the Babylonian and Persian Period in Memory of 
Peter R. Ackroyd. Library of Second Temple Studies, T&T Clark, London, New York 2009, 49. Becking states: 
“It should be observed that the ethnic entities with which they intermingled are described in a cipher at Ezra 9: 
the list of eight people from whom they did not keep themselves apart. This list resembles the list of the five, 
six, seven or ten nations in the Pentateuch and the Former Prophets that stand symbolically for the indigenous 
population of the land in its entirety” (p. 42). 
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Finally, in Deuteronomy, strangers described as yrkn are treated as a necessary evil, but they 
do not enjoy the same rights as the native Israelites.158 And although it was not impossible for a yrkn 
to approach the temple of YHWH and pray to him (1 Kgs 8:41-43), this is the great exception to the 
rule that generally, individuals (especially women!) described as yrkn tend to lure believers away from 
YHWH (1 Kgs 11:1ff; Prov 2:16; 5:20; 6:24).  
 

In Ruth 2:10, the connotations of familiarity (rkn) and unfamiliarity (yrkn) are juxtaposed. 
Ilona Rashkow rightly emphasizes this tension when she translates the last part of the verse “you have 
noticed the unnoticed.”159 Rashkow’s conclusion, however, is debatable. She goes on: “Ruth’s 
statement, literally ‘you have noticed the unnoticed’ or ‘recognized the unrecognized’, verbalizes 
Ruth’s assumption of acceptance into Boaz’ clan, perhaps even into his family, even if Boaz is not yet 
cognizant of the fact.” Rashkow thus assumes that Boaz’ recognition of Ruth (rkn) cancels out her 
foreignness (hyrkn). However, the text does not imply that one of the words cancels out the other. yrkn 
emphasizes the otherness of the other – and leaves it intact, despite the possibly negative evaluation 
of this otherness. To assume, as Rashkow does, that Ruth’s choice of words points in the direction of 
a desired “acceptance into Boaz’s clan” is to negate the connotation of ‘strangeness’ Ruth applies to 
herself with the use of hyrkn. From her own perspective, as well as from that of the Bethlehemites, who 
continue to call her ‘the Moabitess’, she simply does not fit in yet. 

 
Interestingly, there is one other case in which two women designate themselves as twyrkn. In 

Gen 31:15, Rachel and Leah ask, referring to their father: “Are we not accounted by him as twyrkn? For 
he has sold us, and he has even devoured our money.” Here, the opposite process is at work: two 
previously very ‘familiar’ women turn into ‘strangers’ for their own father through their marriage 
with Jacob. Is it a coincidence that Ruth is likened to these two women, who “together built the house 
of Israel” (Ruth 4:11)? Rachel and Leah follow the footsteps of Abraham and Rebekah, both of whom 
choose a voluntary sojourn in the Land of Promise.160 They have to become ‘strangers’ to their father 
before they can become foremothers of Israel. Likewise, Ruth must be familiarized into Israel (and, by 
implication estrange herself from her father and mother; see Ruth 2:11) in order to continue the line 
set out by them. To do so requires the willingness of Boaz – and the rest of Bethlehem – to ‘recognize’ 
her. That they do so in due time seems obvious, although the fact that Ruth fades out of the narrative 
and is replaced by Naomi as mother of Obed does give the reader pause. 

 
6.3.2 What’s in a Name? 

Immediately in the first verse, the reader is introduced to the two ethnic groups, or nations, 
or geographic entities that will be so vital throughout the rest of the narrative: ‘A man from 
Bethlehem, Judah, went to sojourn in the plains of Moab’. Verse two repeats both names. Initially, 
their respective meaning seems straightforward enough: The movement from one region to the other 

                                                             
158 Dtr 14:21; 15:3; 23:20; of course, both ‘native’ and ‘foreign’ depend entirely on the perspective of the text – 
the ‘natives’ of Canaan were treated as ‘foreigners’ by the Israelites. 
159 Rashkow, ‘Discourse,’ 35. 
160 Again, see Robertson Kennedy, Homeland for reflections on the matriarchs’ voluntary sojourn in their 
husbands’ land. 
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makes it easy to interpret them simply as geographic entities or neighboring nations. One of these is 
struck by famine, but luckily, the other seems to be faring better, and offers a safe haven for anyone 
willing to cross the border. The description seems neutral – there is no enmity here, no reason to 
believe that Judah and Moab are not on equal, even friendly, footing. But of course, the informed 
reader knows better.  
 

Judah, as the informed reader will instantly remember, is one of the tribes of Israel, named 
after one of the sons of Jacob. Throughout the book of Ruth, the terms ‘Judah’ and ‘Israel’ occur side 
by side. However, as I have argued above, each carries slightly different connotations. Judah occurs 
more often towards the beginning of the narrative (1;1,2,7), and seems to refer to a specific territory 
or political entity, while Israel is more of an ideal(ized) construct: the people of YHWH (2:12), who 
share a common past (4:11) and a promising future (4:14). In the introduction to the narrative in 
verse 1, Israel is absent, again supporting the interpretation that both Judah and Moab simply denote 
neighboring regions or political entities. But is Israel really entirely absent here? What about the 
remark that the famine was #rab, ‘in the land’? Of course, this could just refer to an unspecified 
region including Judah, or to ‘the earth’ in general (then again, why was Moab excluded from this all-
encompassing famine?). But since the promise to Abraham, #rah is no longer just a neutral 
description of either ‘the earth’ in general or ‘that country’ in particular. In connection with the 
region of Canaan, it has become the Promised Land, the land where, theoretically at least, Abraham’s 
descendants will live together with their God. I suggest that this is what is meant in Ruth 1 as well. 
‘The land’ is not just a vague geographical region; it is the land of Israel, with all the idealized notions 
attached to that name. The fact that the name itself is missing here does not invalidate this 
interpretation, but rather underlines the insider perspective. From this insider perspective, ‘the land’ 
is automatically associated with Israel. And by not naming it explicitly, connotations of Israel as ideal 
rather than as a political entity are evoked.  

 
Like ‘Israel’, ‘Moab’ connotes much more in the Hebrew Bible than just the region/nation to 

the west of the kingdom of Judah. It is one of those cases in which the name is at the same time a 
‘myth of common ancestry’, and this myth, in turn, constitutes one of the ‘historical memories’ of 
Israel. To be precise, it is the Israelite (not Moabite!) construal of the origins of a nation that is closely 
related to Israel itself, but through its actions has chosen a different, deviant, path. According to Gen 
19:37, the name Moab goes back to the illicit sexual relations between Abraham’s nephew Lot and his 
oldest daughters - a very fitting name indeed, since bawm could be translated as ‘from [my] father’.161 
Later, Moab would prove faithful to its sinful roots: during the Exodus, the women of Moab 
reportedly seduce Israelite men and persuade them to commit both adultery and idolatry (Num 25:1-
3). Additionally, the Moabites (both men and women, presumably) break the rules of hospitality by 

                                                             
161 The Septuagint confirms this interpretation, adding evk tou/ patro,j mou as the reasoning behind the name 
Moab. Of course, this construal is born from Israel’s desire to explain its strained relationship with one of its 
neighbors rather than from historical reality. In his thorough analysis of extant literary and archeological 
material from and about Moab, Erasmus Gaß concludes: “Eine verlässliche Etymologie des Toponyms Moab 
steht … bislang noch aus” (Gaß, Moabiter, 1). In any case, such an etymology must more likely to be based on 
geographical givens (See Gaß, p. 1, for a number of suggestions) than on the biblical witness about Moab, 
which Gaß rightly characterizes as “Tendenzliteratur” (Gaß, Moabiter, 209). 
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not offering the Israelites food and water on their way through the desert (Dtr 23:3-4[4-5]162). Sexual 
immorality and licentiousness, idolatry, inhospitality – Moab is never free of these connotations. But 
in how far do they apply to the Moabites encountered in the Ruth scroll?  

At first sight, it seems that Ruth’s Moabite descent is crucial to the narrative: even after her 
vow of loyalty to Naomi, she is referred to as ‘Moabitess’ six times (1:22; 2:2,6,21; 4:5,10), even when 
this seems completely superfluous (e.g., 2:21, in a private conversation between Ruth and Naomi). It 
is only when she is married to a ‘proper’ Bethlehemite man (not one who has abandoned his own 
country) that the constant reminder of her ethnic belonging is left out (4:13). Different 
interpretations of both details – the consistency with which Ruth’s ethnicity is specified, and the 
change brought about by her marriage to Boaz – are possible. One option is to assume that she really 
is seen as a Moabitess, with all the negative connotations attached to that name, until her marriage 
turns her into a proper Israelite. In this case, anyone associated with the name ‘Moab’ would be 
confirmed as prototype of the ‘dangerous other’, who must be naturalized or neutralized before s/he 
can enter the community of Israel. However, the portrayal of Ruth’s character makes such a reading 
unlikely. Not only do she and Orpah show an amazing measure of hospitality to Elimelek’s family 
(thereby negating the charge found in Dtr 23:3-4[4-5]), but Ruth is actually described as less sexually 
assertive than Naomi – after all, it is the latter who devises the plan to catch Boaz napping at the 
threshing floor at night. This interpretation is in line with Jürgen Ebach’s proposal of a “partikular 
Unterlaufen”163 of the stereotypical image of Moab and Moabites. In other words, the emphasis on 
Ruth’s Moabite roots can serve precisely to undermine the cliché of Moabite enmity and 
licentiousness: “Look, it is a Moabite who is showing the greatest ḥesed throughout the narrative”, the 
text seems to say. Read in this way, Ruth is a counter-argument for any kind of Israelite chauvinism: 
she, the outsider, understands and practices a covenant-centered lifestyle better than most Israelites 
in the story. The name Moab, though still not on a par with Israel (after all, Ruth is praised not as 
Moabite but for her appropriation of Israelite virtues), is at least partly cleansed from the 
connotations of adultery and idolatry. 

 
6.3.3 Common Ancestry and Shared Historical Memories in Ruth 

Both ‘Israel’ and ‘Moab’ can be construed as common names and as myths of ancestry. The 
theme of ancestry – and progeny – is a major issue in the book of Ruth in general. After all, the 
endangered continuation of the line of Elimelek is one of the problems that need to be solved in the 
course of the plot. Besides, the tale is concluded with a genealogy, which places the occurrences 
related in the book of Ruth within a larger narrative of provenance (looking back to Perez, the son of 
Judah) and providence (looking forward to King David). But this rather biological occupation with 
the continuation of a line from father to son is not the only aspect of ‘ancestry’ present in the text. 
Other details referring to myths of common ancestry in a more general sense, often blending into 
shared historical memories, are also subtly woven into the narrative. In fact, narrativity (the way a 

                                                             
162 On the basis of content, most modern renderings include the Hebrew (and LXX) Dtr 23:1 under the 
previous chapter, resulting in a different numbering of the verses (English Dtr 23:1-25 equals Hebrew and LXX 
23:2-26). 
163 Ebach, ‘Fremde,’ 294. 
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not offering the Israelites food and water on their way through the desert (Dtr 23:3-4[4-5]162). Sexual 
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protagonist is characterized by her or his actions) turns out to be at least as important as (presumed) 
biology. 

The significance of genealogical aspects – both the notion that the ‘name of the deceased 
must be raised up on his property’ (4:5) through levirate marriage, and the genealogy at the end of 
the book – have been a favorite object of scholarly discussion. Much of this discussion centers on the 
notion of gender, pointing out the many instances of gender blurring involved in the relationships 
between Naomi, Ruth, and Obed and in the birth of Obed.164 Here, I want to focus on a different set 
of questions: How does the apparent interest in genealogy contribute to the ethnic identity of Israel 
developed in the scroll? How are family relations constructed and construed, and what is the 
correlation between the concrete continuation of a bloodline in the narrative present and the 
references to Israel’s founding fathers and mothers? 

6.3.3.1 And These Are The Generations of Perez… 
The most literal approach to ‘common ancestry’ in the book of Ruth is the genealogy in 4:17-

22. This genealogy has often been read as a confirmation of ‘straight’ Israelite identity – exclusively 
male, and undisturbed by any foreign presence. Not only for this reason, scholars tend to treat it as 
separate from the narrative itself – a later addition, which attempts to fix firmly once more what has 
been destabilized throughout the rest of the story.165 

It is true that in these last five verses, the focus seems to be biological rather than narrative: 
father begets son, son begets another son, and thus a direct line of blood is formed from the grandson 
of Jacob/Israel to the most beloved king of Israel. Such a literal interpretation, however, would ignore 
the great gaps in the genealogy at hand, and do no right by the intricate functions of genealogies in 
general. Applying Wilson’s research on the function and fluidity of genealogies in the ANE166 to the 
book of Ruth, Bush concludes:  

 
For the kinship societies that use them, genealogies are not intended to be historical sources. 
Rather they are oral or written expressions or mnemonics of the kinship relationships that 
form the fundamental organizational principle upon which such societies are based.167  
 
One of the consequences of this function is the principle of ‘telescoping’: while names from 

the time of founding (of the family, the tribe, the nation) and those representing the most recent 
generations are usually retained, names from the middle of the genealogy may be omitted, unless they 
fulfill a specific purpose or are tied to an important event.168 In the case of Ruth, the genealogy 
appears to tie together persons and events that were seen as basic to the group defining itself as Israel: 
the ‘beginnings’, represented by Perez and Hezron, the Mosaic era, represented by Amminadab and 
Nahshon, and finally the transition from tribal society to monarchy, represented by the sequence 

                                                             
164 E.g., Butting, Buchstaben; Exum, Naomi. See also below, section 6.4.4.3. 
165 E.g., Gunkel, Reden und Aufsätze, 84; Campbell, Ruth, 15; René Vuilleumier, ‘Stellung und Bedeutung des 
Buches Ruth im alttestamentlichen Kanon,’ Theologische Zeitschrift 44 (1988): 193-210. For the opposite 
position, see Gerleman, Ruth; Das Hohelied; Bush, Ruth, Esther. 
166 Robert R. Wilson, Genealogy and History in the Biblical World, Yale University Press, New Haven 1977. 
167 Bush, Ruth, Esther, 14. 
168 A similar mechanism is at work in the book of Esther, where Mordecai is introduced with a genealogy that 
reveals much about the author’s view on the history of Israel (Esther 2:5-6). 
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Boaz – Obed – Jesse – David. Read thus, the genealogy fits in neatly with ethnic theory focusing on 
‘common ancestry’ as binding principle of an ethnie. It suggests a sense of belonging based on family 
ties. On the other hand, the emphasis on character and the readiness to alter the genealogy according 
to the present interest shows the constructed nature of these family ties.  

A critical question in this regard concerns the status, or rather non-status of Ruth within this 
genealogy. Wilson argues that the addition of newcomers into genealogies is a relatively common 
practice: he speaks of “various situations in which previously unrelated individuals or segments are 
joined to the lineage”: In this process of ‘filiation,  

 
the newcomer is assigned a kinship relation to other members of the group and in this way 
finds a place in the lineage genealogy. The degree of filiation involved is frequently implied in 
the kinship relation by means of which the genealogical connection is made. […] As a rule, 
filiated individuals are never completely assimilated by the group, and this fact is usually 
expressed in the genealogy in some way.169  
 
Throughout the narrative, the process of ‘filiation’ is obvious: Ruth is frequently referred to 

as daughter-in-law (hlk) of Naomi (1:7,8,22; 2:20,22; 4:15) – equally often, in fact, as she is called a 
Moabitess. In addition she marries not one but two Israelite men. On the other hand, the inclusion of 
women (indigenous or foreign) in biblical genealogies is the exception rather than the rule.170 In 
other words, the exclusion of Ruth from the genealogy may be based on gender rather than on a 
distrust against possibly lingering Moabite traits. All we can observe is that the integration of Ruth 
into the line of David, and, by extension, the people of Israel, is not formalized by means of an 
alteration of the genealogy. 

 
6.3.3.2 Does Milk Run Thicker Than Water? 
Nevertheless, there are other ways besides bloodlines to construct common identity, and the 

book of Ruth makes extensive use of these. Intriguingly, between Obed’s birth and the declaration of 
his name by the women of the neighborhood, a substance other than blood enters the narrative: 
breast milk. In Ruth 4:16, we read: 

 
wl-yhtw hqyxb whtvtw dlyh-ta ym[n xqtw 

tnmal 

 And Naomi took the child and put 
him in her lap/to her breast and 
became his nurse/guardian.171 

                                                             
169 Wilson, Genealogy, 32. 
170 For a recent discussion of gendered genealogies, see Ingeborg Löwisch, Genealogy Composition in Response 
to Trauma. Gender and Memory in 1 Chronicles and the Documentary Film “My Life Part II”. Utrecht 
University, PhD Dissertation (2013). 
171 Both words used here to indicate Naomi’s dealings with the infant are (deliberately?) ambivalent. qyx 
(bosom) indicates the upper forward portion of the torso, but is less specific than dv (‘breast’). Still, the use of 
qyx in Lam 2:12 as the place where infants (llw[, Lam. 211) pour out their lives suggests the connotation of 
breastfeeding. tnma is the feminine form whose masculine equivalent is also used in Est 2:7 to indicate 
Mordecai’s relationship to Esther – a legal term, which, in Esther, certainly carries no connotations of 
breastfeeding. However, the same term is used in 2 Sam 4:4 for the female servant responsible for Jonathan’s 
son Mephibosheth. In this case, a translation as ‘wetnurse’ is at least plausible. Still, the more straightforward 
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Recently, Chapman has investigated the ramifications of nursing for ethnic identity.172 Based 

on evidence from a variety of cultures, which all attribute socio-cultural rather than just nourishing 
qualities to breast-milk, Chapman proposes that nursing may have similar functions in biblical texts 
as well.173 More specifically, based on her analysis of Sarah, Moses’ unnamed mother, and Naomi in 
their capacity as nursing mothers, she argues, “it becomes clear that breast milk in these narratives is 
a substance understood to transmit ethnicity and social/ritual status from mother to child.”174 In each 
narrative, it is less than apparent that this particular woman will fulfill the task of nursing: Sarah is 
old, Moses’ mother had been forced to leave her son at the mercy of the Nile, and Naomi is not only 
not Obed’s mother, but also, in all likelihood, too old to nurse a child. Nevertheless, Chapman argues, 
in all three cases, the narrator takes great pains to make sure that the child in question will be nursed 
by the most appropriate woman, perhaps not in terms of physical nourishment, but in terms of ethnic 
and social identity: “Whether literal or symbolic, Naomi’s breastfeeding is the ritual action required 
to confer upon Obed unquestionable Judean ethnicity.”175 Incidentally, the emphasis on the nursing 
ritual, in the absence of the much more definitively Israelite ritual of circumcision, is interesting. In 
the book of Ruth, the female ritual of nursing is apparently deemed more worthy of mention than the 
male ritual of circumcision. 

If Chapman is right (and she certainly seems to make a valid point), Naomi nursing Obed 
can be read as the female version of the genealogy concluding the narrative.   

 
6.3.3.3 A Narrative Blood Transfusion 
Naomi’s symbolic nursing of Obed is one, still rather physical form of identity transferal, but 

there are more. Throughout the narrative, one finds intertextual links with familiar stories from the 
Pentateuch, and it is implied that Ruth shares in these ‘myths of common ancestry’ and ‘historical 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
term for this role (xqnym) is avoided. Instead, an ambiguous term is used, which destabilizes the meaning of the 
passage even further by adding a wordplay on hn(w)ma, ‘nourishment’, but also ‘truth’ or ‘faithfulness’. 
172 Cynthia R. Chapman, ‘”Oh That You Were Like a Brother to Me, One Who Had Nursed At My Mother’s 
Breasts.” Breast Milk as a Kinship-Forging Substance,’ Journal of Hebrew Scriptures 12 (2012): 1-41. Cf. 
Sasson, who focuses on the implications of the nursing scene for the royal Davidic line, pointing out the 
parallel implied between this scene and the literary and iconographic convention to portray Mesopotamian 
and Egyptian monarchs as sucklings of deities (Sasson, Ruth, 233-239). 
173 According to Chapman, the identity-establishing function of breast milk (or of the practice of nursing) is 
attested in various texts, from prophetic literature (e.g., Is 49:23; 60:16), to poetry (Song  8:1, which in turn 
implies a legal basis for the social conduct of ‘nursing siblings’) and narrative texts (e.g., Gen 21; Ex 2; 1 Sam 
1).  
174 Chapman, ‘Breast Milk,’ 26. 
175 Chapman, ‘Breast Milk,’ 39. Chapman’s reasoning in the case of Isaac and Moses is convincing. In the book 
of Ruth, however, the wording of the Hebrew text (tnma ‘nurse/guardian’ rather than xqnym ‘wet nurse’) is 
ambiguous. Despite Chapman’s efforts to establish a literal meaning of tnma in this text, she is forced to admit 
that ultimately, Naomi’s nursing of Obed may be symbolic rather than literal (Chapman, ‘Breast Milk,’ 38). 
However, even in this case Chapman argues that its functions to establish Obed’s Israelite identity over against 
the Moabite descent of his mother is retained. Chapman’s construal of the last scene of Ruth thus provides the 
many postcolonial readings of the narrative with a basis in anthropological research on nursing (e.g., Brenner, 
‘Foreign Worker’; Honig, ‘Model Emigrée’; McKinlay, ‘Harvest’; Donaldson, ‘Orpah’).  
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memories’, even though she lacks the genealogical connection with the people of Israel. More than 
once, Ruth is placed in the line of important forebears of Israel – not on the level of biological 
relationship, but by putting her character and behavior on a par with characters like Abraham, 
Rachel, Leah, and Tamar. The mother and father she has abandoned (2:11) are thus replaced with 
‘genuine’ Israelite ancestors.  

This observation gains in salience if one assumes a certain degree of ancestor worship for the 
religion of Ancient Israel – a practice which might still be reflected, albeit weakly, in the book of 
Ruth. Even without necessarily presupposing a deification of the ancestors, Stavrakopoulou argues: 

 
As social actors, the dead play a role in the lives of the living inextricably linked with forms of 
collective identity in the living community – of the family, of the household, of the local 
group. In many so-called traditional societies, this ... renders the dead the ancestors, casting 
the living as their direct descendants and the inheritors of aspects or extensions of the 
personae of the dead, including land, wisdom, and even their very existence.176 
 
Religious and ethnic identity are thus tied together through references to the revered 

(although perhaps not deified) ancestors. I suggest that by casting Ruth as a ‘direct descendant’ or at 
least an ‘inheritor of aspects or extensions of the personae of the dead’, the community of Bethlehem 
acknowledges her transition from Moab to Israel in the religious as well as the ethnic sense. 

 
Several scholars have pointed out that Ruth’s choice to abandon her native country is at least 

as praiseworthy as Abraham’s: after all, Abraham has the divine promise to motivate and guide his 
steps, while Ruth has nothing but the self-assigned care for her foreign mother-in-law.177 While this 
comparison between Abraham and Ruth is at best implied in the text, the allusion to Rachel, Leah, 
and Tamar comes from the mouth of the town-elders themselves (4:11-12): 

 
~ynqzhw r[vb-rva ~[h-lk wrmayw 

  

~yd[ 

$tyb-la habh hvyah-ta hwhy !ty 

halkw lxrk 

 

 And all the people who were in the 
gate and all the elders said: 
“Witnesses!” 
May YHWH give [that] the woman 
who will come into your house [will 
be] like Rachel and Leah,  

                                                             
176 Francesca Stavrakopoulou, Land of Our Fathers: The Roles of Ancestor Veneration in Biblical Land Claims, 
T&T Clark, New York 2010, 24. Significantly, Karel van der Toorn and, in his wake, Susan Ackerman argue 
that as a rule, ancestor veneration was limited to deceased males, and that, consequently, living women were 
excluded from the rituals pertaining to such veneration (Karel Van der Toorn, Family Religion in Babylonia, 
Syria, and Israel. Continuity and Change in the Forms of Religious Life (Studies in the History and Culture of 
the Ancient Near East VII), Brill, Leiden 1996, 48-49 and Susan Ackerman, ‘Cult Centralization, the Erosion of 
Kin-Based Communities, and the Implications for Women’s Religious Practices,’ in Saul M. Olyan (ed.), Social 
Theory and the Study of Israelite Religion. SBL Resources for Biblical Study 13, SBL, Atlanta 2012, 19-40). If 
Van der Toorn and Ackerman are right in assuming an exclusive focus on patrilineality in ancestor veneration, 
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177 Trible, ‘Two Women’. 

 
 

 90 

memories’, even though she lacks the genealogical connection with the people of Israel. More than 
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~ynqzhw r[vb-rva ~[h-lk wrmayw 

  

~yd[ 

$tyb-la habh hvyah-ta hwhy !ty 

halkw lxrk 

 

 And all the people who were in the 
gate and all the elders said: 
“Witnesses!” 
May YHWH give [that] the woman 
who will come into your house [will 
be] like Rachel and Leah,  

                                                             
176 Francesca Stavrakopoulou, Land of Our Fathers: The Roles of Ancestor Veneration in Biblical Land Claims, 
T&T Clark, New York 2010, 24. Significantly, Karel van der Toorn and, in his wake, Susan Ackerman argue 
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larfy tyb-ta ~hytv wnb rva 

  

htrpab lyx-hf[w 

 

~xl tybb ~v-arqw 

 

#rp tybk $tyb yhyw 

 

hdwhyl rmt hdly-rva 

$l hwhy !ty rva [rzh-!m 

tazh hr[nh-!m 

who have built the house of Israel, the 
two of them. 
And may you do strong deeds in 
Ephratah, 
And may your name be called in 
Bethlehem. 
And may your house be like the house 
of Perez, 
whom Tamar bore to Judah, 
from the seed that YHWH gives you 
from this young woman.” 

 
Feminist readings have exhaustively discussed the significance of Tamar, Rachel, and Leah as 

models for Ruth. Here, however, the ethnic question is at stake. What does it mean that the – 
idealized – image of two of Israel’s founding mothers is reflected onto a foreign woman? Is it an 
appreciation of Ruth’s ‘Israelite’ character, a way of saying ‘we accept your wish to be one of us’? Or 
is it, rather, an expression of the wish to absorb Ruth into Israel and replace her own heritage with 
more acceptable roots? Or is it possible to read this verse as an acknowledgment of the fact that even 
Israel’s revered foremothers were ‘strangers’, who had to cut the ties with their original family in 
order to be fit as wives of the eponymous patriarch? After all, Rachel and Leah, too, are estranged 
from their father through their marriage to a relative outsider (at least from the perspective of 
Laban).178 In order to ‘build the house of Jacob-Israel’, they have to dissolve their former family ties 
and be absorbed into the family of their husband. Similarly, Ruth is ‘annexed’ as a daughter of Israel, 
and it is as a daughter of Israel that she will contribute to the line of Jacob/Israel/Judah/ 
Perez/Mahlon/Boaz. In a biologically doubtful transaction, the elders transfer the role of seed donor 
from Boaz to Ruth (4:12). Ruth may not be admitted into the genealogy or allowed to nurse her child, 
but her contribution to the birth of Obed and eventually David is underlined, and so is, by 
implication, her status as worthy bearer of Israelite tradition. 

 
Incidentally, even in the case of ‘proper’ Israelites, character counts more than genetic make-

up – after all, the nameless potential redeemer was presumably more closely related to Mahlon than 
Boaz, but his refusal to go out of his way in order to redeem the two widows leads to his exclusion 
from the narrative. Similarly, the women of Bethlehem confirm that character and commitment are 
more important than blood-relationships: in their rejoicing over the birth of Obed, they pronounce 
him a ‘restorer of life’ for Naomi - not because the levirate law regards him as offspring of her own 
deceased son, but because “your daughter-in-law, who loves you, has born him, she who is better for 
you than seven sons” (4:15). In Ruth 4:10, Boaz grandiloquently declares that “also Ruth, the 
Moabitess, the wife of Mahlon, I acquire for myself as wife, to raise up the name of the dead on his 
possession, so that the name of the dead will not be cut off from his brothers and from the town 

                                                             
178 Gen 31:14-16. Of course, Jacob was not an outsider in the strict sense of the word – he was not only Laban’s 
son-in-law, but also his nephew. But once again narrativity wins from biology as the actions of both Laban and 
Jacob estrange the two men from each other. 
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records.179” However, the rest of the narrative is a complete reversal of this intention: while Boaz is 
blessed with offspring and a place in the genealogy of King David, Mahlon silently fades out of the 
story, just like the nameless redeemer. 

All things considered, blood does not run so much thicker than water in the Ruth scroll, and 
neither does milk. Time and again, the narrative emphasizes the prevalence of character over blood 
ties, even in the case of the outsider Ruth. 

 
6.3.4 Solidarity and Common Culture in Ruth 

Admittedly, this conclusion is not at all certain at the beginning of the narrative. First, Ruth 
has to be turned from the ‘strange woman’ (2:10) into the ‘worthy woman’ we know and love so well 
(3:11). In chapter 4, Ruth sheds the name ‘Moabite’ and assumes the name, ancestry, and historical 
memories of Israel. But more is required in order to effect this change in ethnic identity. Common 
culture, solidarity, and a link with a homeland have a role to play as well. As it turns out, all of these 
are present in Ruth’s vow to Naomi. 

 
6.3.4.1 Your People - My People 
 
In its entirety, Ruth’s promise reads: 
 

yb-y[gpt-la 

$yrxam bwvl $bz[l 

 

!yla ynylt rvabw $la yklt rva-la yk 

 

yma $m[ 

yhla $yhlaw 

twma ytwmt rvab 

rbqa ~vw 

@ysy hkw yl hwhy hf[y hk 

 

twmh yk 

$nybw ynyb dypry 

 Entreat me not 
To leave you or turn back from 
(behind) you 
For where you will go, I will go, and 
where you will stay, I will stay. 
Your people – my people, 
And your God – my God. 
Where you will die, I will die, 
And there I will be buried. 
May YHWH do thus to me, and even 
more,  
If death 
Separates you and me.  

 

The poem by Maureen Duffy quoted at the beginning of this chapter has Ruth add “thy god 
be my god … as an afterthought, because she knew it would please her some-time mother-in-law”. 
And although Duffy’s construal of Ruth’s feelings for her mother-in-law as erotic attraction is 

                                                             
179 Literally: ‘the gate of his place’. Fewell and Gunn cast a critical light on Boaz declared intentions, and 
conclude that he succeeds very well in passing off his real wish – to make Ruth his wife – as an act of charity: 
“All hail to Boaz! All hail to the man who for the sake of his brothers, living or dead, would marry a Moabite 
woman!” (Fewell & Gunn, ‘Boaz,’ 53). 
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debatable,180 she succeeds in emphasizing one detail that is often overlooked: Ruth does add ‘god’ as 
somewhat of an afterthought, as a logical consequence of following Naomi back to her country, but 
certainly not as the focal point of her interest. Religion is one aspect of the identity Ruth attempts to 
adopt, but as in the ‘legal’ scene at the city gate (see above, section 6.2.21), it is intermingled with 
other areas of life – people, homeland, and burial place.181 Ruth’s vow has little to do with religion per 
se. Rather, I approach it as a speech act through which Ruth makes herself part of the Israelite ethnie 
by putting into practice a central tenet of this ethnie: ḥesed. 

 
I suggest that it is precisely the solidarity so central to Ruth’s actions and character that is 

definitive for the new ethnic identity she strives to achieve. In the terms of the text itself, it is the ḥesed 
she exhibits that is the ‘common culture’ of Israel envisioned in the text, much more so than, e.g., 
specific customs, style of dress, etc. The entire text is conspicuously silent on anything that relates to 
Israelite ‘folklore’, with the odd exception of the custom of exchanging sandals (4:7-8). The term 
ḥesed, however, often acknowledged as central to the identity of Israel,182 resurfaces at key moments 
in the narrative. As already said, its first occurrence is in 1:8, where Naomi commends her daughters-
in-law’s ḥesed toward her and her sons. The second is in 2:20, where it is YHWH’s ḥesed that Naomi 
is acclaiming. The third and last occurrence is again in connection with Ruth, in Boaz’ exclamation of 
praise about the Moabitess’ choice to court him instead of some young ‘stud’. Above, I have 
approached the verses concerning Ruth’s ḥesed from the perspective of religious identity. They can, 
however, also be read as ethnically relevant. Hutchinson and Smith name ‘solidarity’ as one of the 
trademarks of an ethnie. As elaborated above, ḥesed can be identified as a specifically Israelite 
approach of solidarity, based both on kinship ties and religious ideals. Glueck defines ḥesed as a 
‘rights-and-duties relationship’. The gist of both Naomi’s and Boaz’ praise of Ruth’s actions and 
character seems to be that she is loyal even beyond the call of duty.  

 For Ruth, ‘beyond the call of duty’ means ‘beyond ethnic boundaries’. Solidarity within 
one’s own ethnic group is nothing to be surprised at – it is one of the markers of an ethnie without 
which the group as a whole could hardly hope to survive. This ‘unexceptional’ solidarity is based 
both on the notion of common ancestry, appealing to an emotional bond (‘if you hurt my little 
brother, you hurt me’), and on the more mundane notion of common interests (‘if the rights of 
anyone in my group are compromised, mine are threatened as well’). It is this intra-ethnic solidarity 

                                                             
180 As already discussed, I am aware of the many instances in which Ruth and Naomi are described as acting 
like husband and wife, and I certainly agree that gender bending occurs throughout the narrative. However, to 
construe the relationship between the two women as lesbian love comparable to same-sex relationships of the 
21st century seems a blatant anachronism to me – the concept of lesbianism as a viable or even conceivable way 
of life had simply not been invented. 
181 The combination of ~[, ~yhla, and rbq reminds one of Stavrakopoulou’s remarks about ancestor worship 
(Stavrakopoulou, Land, see above). Read in this light, the possibility suggests itself to interpret $yhlaw in this 
verse as a genuine plural, and to translate “your revered ancestors will be my revered ancestors”. It would go 
too far, perhaps, to read ancestor veneration in this most literal form into Ruth’s pledge to Naomi, but the 
close link between a people, its God (or gods? See Hunter, ‘How Many Gods’), and a burial place remains 
remarkable. 
182 E.g., Glueck, Hesed; Sakenfeld, Hesed; Clark, Hesed; J. Gerald Janzen, Abraham and All the Families of the 
Earth: A Commentary on the Book of Genesis, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids 1993. 
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that the laws of levirate and redemption are based on. However, none of the motivations enumerated 
above apply to Ruth. She shows far-reaching solidarity with the fate of at least one individual from a 
different ethnie, thereby not only declaring a share in the kinship bonds and common interests of that 
ethnie, but also in their very own definition of solidarity: ḥesed as a human act imitating a divine 
quality.183

 

And thus we are back where we started, with Ruth’s pledge of loyalty to Naomi. I suggest that 
it is more than ‘just’ a profession of faith in Naomi’s God, or a summary of the practical 
consequences Ruth is ready to accept as part of her life with Naomi. Rather, it can be construed as a 
speech act not only marking, but actually accomplishing – at least in part – Ruth’s transition into the 
Israelite ethnie.  

 
6.3.4.1 Eating Together – Lying Together 
Not all speech acts are equally ‘happy’. In order to succeed, a speech act must not only be 

sincere, but also adhere to certain conventions and, last but not least, be accepted by the audience to 
which it applies. Ruth’s vow to become part of Naomi’s people is only effective if she is sincere 
(which the reader has no reason to doubt), and, more importantly, if the group she attempts to join 
accepts her speech act as valid. Glover pointedly remarks: “Ruth’s ‘your people/my people’ speech of 
Ruth 1.16 may constitute an impassioned lunge at Israelite ethnicity, but without an Israelite 
response it remains isolated and meaningless.”184 Cohen even goes so far as to claim that to join the 
ethnie of Israel was impossible – according to him, there was no procedure that would have made 
such an act feasible. Consequently, he argues: “Ruth is not a ‘religious convert’; she is a foreigner 
whose foreignness remains even after she has joined the ethnie of Israel.”185 However, I suggest that 
Ruth constitutes an exception to the rule – an exception that may, perhaps, serve to destabilize the 
rule as a whole. Yet even in the case of this ‘worthy woman’, the ethnic transplantation is not the 
work of one day, or one pledge of allegiance. It will take the rest of the narrative to ‘familiarize’ Ruth, 
and Boaz rather than Naomi plays an important role in this process. 

 
The books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith all feature a scene with different genders and different 

ethnicities sharing (or not sharing) a meal. Esther prepares and shares a banquet with the king and 
Haman, while Judith joins Holofernes’ table but refuses to drink his wine or eat his food. With Ruth, 
the situation is different yet again. In 2:14, we read:  

 
And Boaz said to her round mealtime: “Come near, over here, and eat of the bread! And dip 
your piece in the vinegar, and sit by the side of the harvesters.” And he passed her the roasted 
grain, and she ate, and was satisfied, and had some left over. 

                                                             
183 Significantly, focusing on the connotation of the concept within Genesis, Robertson Kennedy asserts: “dsx 
between individuals is performed either in the context of a kin relationship […], or in the context of a 
‘secondary’ relationship in response to an unusual act of kindness initiated by one party in the relationship. In 
other words, dsx is benevolent ethical action offered within a kin relationship, or, within a non-kin 
relationship that is raised temporarily to the status of a kinship bond by the mutual exchange of benevolent 
action” (Robertson Kennedy, Homeland, 185). Cf. Janzen, Abraham. 
184 Glover, ‘Your People,’ 296. 
185 Cohen, Jewishness, 122, note 36. 
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The books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith all feature a scene with different genders and different 

ethnicities sharing (or not sharing) a meal. Esther prepares and shares a banquet with the king and 
Haman, while Judith joins Holofernes’ table but refuses to drink his wine or eat his food. With Ruth, 
the situation is different yet again. In 2:14, we read:  

 
And Boaz said to her round mealtime: “Come near, over here, and eat of the bread! And dip 
your piece in the vinegar, and sit by the side of the harvesters.” And he passed her the roasted 
grain, and she ate, and was satisfied, and had some left over. 

                                                             
183 Significantly, focusing on the connotation of the concept within Genesis, Robertson Kennedy asserts: “dsx 
between individuals is performed either in the context of a kin relationship […], or in the context of a 
‘secondary’ relationship in response to an unusual act of kindness initiated by one party in the relationship. In 
other words, dsx is benevolent ethical action offered within a kin relationship, or, within a non-kin 
relationship that is raised temporarily to the status of a kinship bond by the mutual exchange of benevolent 
action” (Robertson Kennedy, Homeland, 185). Cf. Janzen, Abraham. 
184 Glover, ‘Your People,’ 296. 
185 Cohen, Jewishness, 122, note 36. 
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As in the case of Judith, it is the man who prepares and offers the food. The erotic 

connotations of woman as both nourisher and seductress are thus avoided. The circumstances – 
broad daylight, public place, no alcohol – also work towards an idyllic, innocent impression of the 
meal. The term ‘wholesome’ comes to mind: hard work, interrupted by a well-earned break in the 
shadow, and the kind offer of a few rustic delicacies to refresh both body and mind. Who could 
suspect anything but simple hospitality (Boaz) and thankfulness (Ruth) behind this pastoral scene? 
However, read through the lenses of ethnic analysis, the meal acquires significance beyond nutrition 
and fellowship. Like Esther, Ruth does not hesitate to share the meal with a man from a different 
ethnic background. Read in the light of what will soon transpire on the threshing floor and in the city 
gate, and of Manning Nash’s approach of commensality as ethnic marker, the meal turns into a 
powerful symbol with both ethnic and gender-related connotations. Nash describes commensality as 
“the propriety of eating together indicating a kind of equality, peership, and the promise of further 
kinship links stemming from the intimate acts of dining together, only one step removed from the 
intimacy of bedding together.”186 Nash’s definition is confusing in one respect: the first part seems to 
presuppose the relationship between men (equality, peership), while the second part touches on the 
subject of procreation, naturally implying the relationship between man and woman. In the book of 
Ruth, both aspects meet. The meal Boaz shares with Ruth inaugurates her acceptance into the 
community of Bethlehem, and by extension into the ethnie of Israel. At the same time, it foreshadows 
the events that will transpire in chapters 3 and 4. Significantly, Boaz not only allows Ruth to share the 
meal with his harvesters (who, after all, were Israelites as well), but eats with Ruth himself and even 
waits on her. The reader is reminded of the type scene – or prototypical scenario - of the ‘betrothal by 
the well’, through which several of the patriarchs meet their future wife (Jacob, Moses, and, by proxy, 
Isaac).187 Admittedly, Boaz does not draw water for Ruth himself, but he offers her the water his 
servants have drawn, and during the meal, he passes her the roasted grain. Through his behavior, 
commensality mixes with courtship, and the ‘promise of future kinship links’ is indeed just one step 
away. The text is silent about the response of other Bethlehemites to Ruth at this point in the 
narrative. Only later does the reader learn that everybody regards her as a ‘worthy woman’ (4:11) – 
but on the other hand, she is still referred to as ‘Moabitess’ up until 4:10, where Boaz announces his 
intention to ‘acquire’ Ruth, ”to raise up the name of the dead on his possession.” After this verse, 
Ruth’s Moabite roots are not mentioned again. Boaz’ promise to ensure ‘future kinship links’ 
through the woman he has long accepted as part of his people finally also convinces the rest of the 
town.  
 

In conclusion, Ruth’s story makes one thing clear: nothing is certain when it comes to ethnic 
identity. On the one hand, the narrative employs a variety of compelling literary devices (speech acts, 
explicit and implicit intertextuality, etc.) in order to firmly integrate Ruth into the community of 
Bethlehem, and by implication, Israel. On the other hand, towards the conclusion of the narrative, 
Naomi’s role as Obed’s wet-nurse (whether literal or symbolic) and the exclusively male Israelite 
genealogy work together to negate everything that had previously been established. Here, Ruth is 

                                                             
186 Nash, Cauldron, 10. 
187 Alter, Art, 51-62. 
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once again the Moabite woman, unfit to nurse an Israelite child or appear in an Israelite genealogy. 
Any interpretation of the narrative depends largely on the status accorded to the concluding verses. It 
would be too easy to treat the genealogy as a later addition and therefore irrelevant to the message of 
the book – even if this were true, the essential difficulty (i.e., the negation of Ruth’s Israelite identity) 
is already present in the nursing scene. The genealogy only adds the aspect of patrilineality, which 
some readers would like to see purged from the book of Ruth.188 Does the author, then, finally, betray 
his real colors? Does he render the previous deconstructions of static ethnic, religious and gender 
identity ineffective in the last seven of eighty-five verses? Or is the conclusion to the narrative rather 
a pragmatic acknowledgment of lived reality, where gender and ethnic identity are less easy to 
manipulate than in the literary world? 

Two facts remain, in any case: Obed is the accredited ancestor of King David, despite his 
birth from a (formerly) Moabite woman. And inscribing him into the male genealogy is not sufficient 
to fully establish his identity: a corresponding action by a woman – Naomi – is necessary in order to 
complete his birth into Israel. 
 

6.4 Gender Identity in Ruth 

The observation that women’s actions are central to the plot is applicable to the book of Ruth 
as a whole. Compared to the Books of Esther and Judith, the Book of Ruth lacks a certain 
melodramatic flair. It feels homely, normal, with little room for dramatic (gender) performances 
(although the legal scene in chapter 4 certainly has its share of drama). The material reality is just as 
one would expect in a rural setting in pre-monarchic Israel, with women occupying the private and 
men the public sphere,189 and with marriage and procreation as sine-qua-non for a woman’s social 
security.  

Still, several scenes hint that even in the book of Ruth, gender is a performance whose success 
depends on one’s ability to answer to specific expectations. Besides, as down-to-earth and familiar as 
the book of Ruth may feel, the narrative takes several very unorthodox turns in the construal of 
gender roles. On the one hand, women neatly stick to the private sphere while men act in public. On 
the other hand, women act as men on several occasions, and men have to be reminded by these same 
women to act at all. This ‘gender-bending’ can be and has been interpreted in at least two different 
ways: as criticism of existing gender stereotypes per se, and as reinterpretation of particular legal and 
religious tenets found in the Torah. I suggest that the two cannot be separated. Consequently, the 
following analysis reflects the conviction that gender per se does not exist – it is always intertwined 
with religious, legal, or moral presuppositions.   

                                                             
188 E.g., Butting, Buchstaben. 
189 However, see Carol Meyers, ‘Women and the Domestic Economy of Early Israel,’ in Barbara S. Lesko (ed.), 
Women’s Earliest Records From Ancient Egypt and Western Asia: Proceedings of the Conference on Women in 
the Ancient Near East, Brown University, Providence, Rhode Island November 5-7, 1987. Scholars Press, Atlanta 
1987, 265-278 and Carol Meyers, Rediscovering Eve. Ancient Israelite Women in Context, Oxford University 
Press, Oxford 2013 for a partial deconstruction of this stereotypical image, and the suggestion that the gender-
related division between private and public sphere (and the notion that decision-making capacities are 
restricted to the latter) may in fact be of much later date and circumstances, namely post-exilic and mostly 
confined to urban settings.  
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6.4.1 Virtuous Women, Mighty Men? Abstract Notions of Femininity and Masculinity 

“Everyone knows that you are an lyx tva”, Boaz praises Ruth in response to her plea for 
redemption (3:11). He himself is introduced as an lyx rwbg vya (2:1). Both expressions can be read as 
key terms for gender identity in the Book of Ruth. Unfortunately, their meaning is less than 
straightforward, and their connotations in Ruth are not necessarily the same as in other biblical 
sources. 

 A selection of English translations renders lyx rwbg vya in Ruth 2:1 as “a mighty man of 
wealth” (ASV, 21st Century KJV), “a worthy man” (ESV), or a “man of standing” (NIV).190 The same 
translations render the female version of 3:11 as “a worthy woman” (ASV, ESV), “a virtuous woman” 
(21st Century KJV), and “a woman of noble character” (NIV). While the Hebrew noun (used here as 
a genitivus qualitatis) in both contexts is the same - lyx (accompanied by rwbg, ‘mighty’ in the 
description of Boaz) – the connotations of the various translations are very different.191 In the case of 
Boaz, they indicate his position within the social network of Bethlehem, emphasizing his wealth, 
influence, etc. In the case of Ruth, they describe her character – ‘virtuous’, ‘noble’, etc. Are we 
dealing here with one of many examples of translators who mirror their own gender biases on the 
ancient text? Or do the translations, perhaps unwittingly, reflect a deeper structure of gender ideals 
present in the text itself? In other words, does the text measure men – or masculinity - in terms of 
social standing, and women – or femininity - in terms of conduct and character traits? 

 
To some extent, this does seem to be the case. In other texts of the Hebrew Bible, rwbg (vya) 

lyx is construed along two lines, or schemata. On the one hand, it is indeed a measure of social 
standing, indicating a highly regarded individual, often in a position of leadership.192 In other words, 
it denotes someone capable of taking substantial decisions and seeing them through. On the other 
hand, often overlapping with this first sense, the term has specifically military connotations.193 It 
denotes someone who must be reckoned with, and is, in short, synonymous with  

 
masculine ideals held widely in the Middle East, […] a warrior masculinity tied to honor and 
conquest, physical prowess and physical attractiveness, control over one’s household, and 
yes, fidelity to one’s gods, gods who themselves were frequently presented as 
hypermasculine.194 
  

                                                             
190 Interestingly, the same phrase is rendered as ”brave warriors” (NIV), “mighty men of valor” (ASV) and 
“mighty warriors” (ESV) in 1 Chr 5:24 and 8:40.  
191 Perhaps the earliest trace of this differentiation can be found in the Vulgate, where potens is used to describe 
Boaz, and virtutis where Ruth is concerned. The Septuagint, on the other hand, retains du,mamij for both 
occurrences. 
192 E.g., 1 Sam 9:1; 1 Kgs 11:28; 2 Kgs 5:1; Neh 11:14; 1 Chr 5:24. 
193 See, e.g., Josh 8:3; 1 Sam 16:18; 2 Kgs 24:16; Is 5:22. 
194 Lemos, ‘Women,’ 100. David, combining political power, military skill, and physical attractiveness can 
perhaps be construed as prototype of both schemata of an lyx rwbg vya (1 Sam 16:18), but examples of men 
fitting only one of them abound as well. Naaman, for example, is a lyx rwbg and a leper (2 Kgs 5:1), while 
David’s ‘heroes’ are primarily defined by physical strength and military prowess (1 Chr 11-12). 
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Despite his apparent wealth and standing in the community, it soon transpires that Boaz falls 
short of all these ideals, except, perhaps, ‘fidelity to one’s gods’. Little is visible in Boaz of a virility 
that is defined by “physical prowess” and the ability and willingness to use force in order to gain his 
ends. Indeed, as Boaz compares himself to the young men, he considers even the poorest among 
these as more obvious objects of Ruth’s affections than himself (3:10). Perhaps, then, there is some 
merit to Bledstein’s suggestion that the Book of Ruth presents “a radical definition of ʾîš gibbȏr 
ḥayil.“195 

Indeed, I suggest that the meaning of  lyx rwbg vya shifts not once but twice in the Book of 
Ruth. Put differently, it is first deconstructed and then reconstructed in a way that not only does away 
with the aggressive connotations conventionally inherent in the term lyx rwbg vya, but also devaluates 
the social standing seemingly connected with the term in the first part of the book. The first moment 
of deconstruction takes place in 2:1, where the term is applied to a man who turns out not to be a 
warrior, or physically attractive, or aggressive, or whatever else may stereotypically be associated with 
the second sense of a ‘mighty man of valor’. The ‘social standing’-aspect of the term is maintained - 
Boaz is introduced as someone who is used to being obeyed, almost reverenced, by his employees 
(2:4-9), and even the elders let themselves be seated at his request (4:1-2).196 He is, in Fewell and 
Gunn’s words, a “pillar of society”.197 Yet Fewell and Gunn also warn the reader that this “label may 
merely reflect the narrative community’s perception of Boaz”, and wonder, “[w]hat does Boaz see as 
‘worth’? What the community? And might we, in conspiracy with the narrator, see something 
different?”198  

In chapter 2, it is still questionable whether the absence in Boaz of the aggression 
characterizing most other ~ylyx yrwbg is sufficiently compensated by the presence of other, positive 
features. Are his wealth and social position sufficient to merit the qualification lyx rwbg vya? Alas, as 
the plot progresses, the reader realizes that in addition to the deficiency in physical attributes 
normally associated with a lyx rwbg, Boaz also lacks the initiative and self-determination expected of 
such a man. The second moment of disillusionment and deconstruction arrives as chapter 2 draws to 
a close without any further action on the part of Boaz. Whereas the conventional lyx rwbg vya may be 

                                                             
195 Bledstein, ‘Companionship,’ 132. According to Bledstein, the book of Ruth must be read as a counter-
movement against the “patriarchal abuses rampant in those days of Israelite dementia” (p. 131), i.e., the period 
of the Judges and the early monarchy. Although Bledstein’s suggestion to date the narrative in the Davidic 
period and to “think of [its] narrator as Tamar, the daughter of David” (p. 132) fails to convince, she is correct 
in pointing out that the terms lyx rwbg vya and lyx tva are used in rather uncommon ways in this narrative. 
196 Several commentators have remarked the formality and ‘heaviness’ of Boaz’ language, especially as 
compared to Ruth’s playful eloquence (see, e.g., Campbell, Ruth, 17). Nehema Aschkenasy even goes so far as 
to call his behavior “pompous”, “stale and rigid, […] so that although he holds so much power over people – 
his workers, the poor he allows into his field, and his female relatives – the narrative’s carnivalesque spirit 
positions him at the same time as the comic victim and the butt of jokes in his environment” (Nehama 
Aschkenasy, ‘Reading Ruth Through a Bakthinian Lens,’ JBL 126 (2007): 446-447).  
197 Fewell & Gunn, ‘Boaz’. 
198 Fewell & Gunn, ‘Boaz,’ 46. The authors center their inquiry around three questions, “three gaps in the texts: 
First, why does Boaz marry Ruth? Second, why does he have to be pushed into taking an initiative over the 
marriage? Third, why does he have to have a public confrontation with the nearer redeemer in order to attain 
his goal?” 
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198 Fewell & Gunn, ‘Boaz,’ 46. The authors center their inquiry around three questions, “three gaps in the texts: 
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prone to act without much prior deliberation, Boaz suffers from the opposite problem: he puts so 
much thought into his actions that the latter never take any concrete shape at all – at least not until 
sufficiently (a)roused by an lyx tva.199 Another shift is necessary, from outward attributes (wealth, 
honor, reputation) to an inner attitude of – how could it be any different – ḥesed. And this attitude, 
Boaz comes to discover, is embodied in a woman moving on the very margins of society. 

 
For of course, when applied to the figure of Ruth, lyx cannot possibly refer to an elevated 

social position. The reader learns nothing about Ruth’s situation in Moab prior to her marriage 
(although later Rabbinic sources turn her into a princess).200 In Bethlehem, in any case, as a widow 
and an ethnic outsider, she is condemned to a life at the margins, putting her in complete 
juxtaposition to Boaz, one of its ‘pillars’. All information the reader is granted about Ruth concerns 
her character, her inner qualities: she is loyal (1:16-17), pro-active (2:2), industrious (2:7), and 
humble (2:13). In short, Ruth reads like the embodiment of the proverbial lyx tva  from Prov 31:10-
31. 

However, Ruth is rather more self-determined and resourceful than convention permits. 
While the author of Proverbs 31 encourages female initiative in matters related to domestic and 
economic concerns, it is doubtful whether Ruth’s self-initiated courtship would meet with his 
approval. By secretly approaching a sleeping man, at night, and in ‘dress-to-impress’ apparel, Ruth 
ventures dangerously close to another schema, namely that of the strange woman (hyrkn) of Prov 
5:20, 6:24, and 7:5.201 The fact that she merits the title lyx tva nonetheless hints that this term, too, 
undergoes a measure of redefinition in the book of Ruth. 

 
I suggest that the key to understanding the text’s construal of both lyx tva and lyx rwbg vya 

lies, once again, in the principle of dsx, which characterizes Ruth from the beginning and which Boaz 
gradually acquires by following Ruth’s example. As previously discussed, the term dsx is 
unequivocally applied to Ruth in 1:8 and 3:10, first by Naomi and then by Boaz. In the case of Boaz, 
however, the text is more ambiguous. In 2:20, Naomi exclaims: 

 
hwhyl awh $wrb 

wdsx bz[-al rva 

 

~ytmh-taw ~yyxh-ta 

 May he be blessed by YHWH 
Who does not abandon his 
faithfulness 
Towards the living and towards the 
dead. 

 

                                                             
199 Cf. Fischer, Rut, 44. 
200 Ruth Rabbah 2:9. 
201 See below, where I discuss the gender implications of Ruth’s ‘conversion’ from stranger (Ruth 2:10) to 
Israelite. Of course, according to the author’s report (or rather, the eloquent gap at this place in the narrative), 
‘nothing happened’ on the threshing floor. But a shadow of doubt remains – is Ruth indeed as ‘virtuous’ as 
Boaz proclaims her to be? Or is ‘virtue’ – or more precisely, a character marked as lyx – not related to sexual 
chastity at all in the Book of Ruth – or in Proverbs either, for that matter? 
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 On the basis of grammar and a possible literary dependence on Gen 24:27, hwhy is the logical 
antecedent of rva.202 However, as Fewell and Gunn point out, there is a trace of ambiguity or 
“multivalence” in the text,203 which leaves open the (admittedly somewhat strained possibility) to 
read: “May he – who does not abandon his faithfulness - be blessed by YHWH”. One reason for 
maintaining at least the possibility of this reading is the complete turnabout Naomi would have had 
to make since her return to Bethlehem, when she had declared vehemently, “YHWH has testified 
against me” (1:21). Would her theology have changed so radically at the precarious prospect of a 
bond between Boaz and Ruth? Another reason is the identification between humans in general and 
Boaz in particular on the one hand and YHWH on the other, which characterizes the entire narrative. 
“Boaz’s ḥesed is an expression of the ḥesed of God”204 – even if the term is never unequivocally 
applied to the former. The verse may just be another instance of the principle that the line between 
God and his earthly representatives is blurry in the Book of Ruth.  

And perhaps the most interesting feature shared by Boaz and God is the fact that both have 
something to learn about ḥesed, and that they do so from a very unexpected instructor, one who 
teaches by example rather than words.205 
 

Summing up, Boaz initially seems to merit the label lyx rwbg vya due to external factors 
rooted in social realities; more specifically, his wealth and the power he exerts over others, albeit in a 
non-violent way. However, social standing alone turns out to be a necessary but insufficient 
condition for his role as redeemer. By the end of the narrative, Boaz is no longer simply a ‘man of 
social standing’. Instead, he has turned into the ‘stand-up guy’ who really merits the title lyx rwbg vya. 
dsx ultimately turns out to be the defining feature for ‘virtuous’ women and men. This hints at a 
partial erasure of gender dichotomies, at least on the level of more or less abstract gender ideals.  

 

6.4.2 ‘May You Find Rest in the House of a Husband’ – Gender and Material Realities 

An analysis of the material relations defining the social world of the text shows that the shift 
in one woman’s social position and the partial deconstruction of gender stereotypes revolving around 
the terms lyx tva, lyx rwbg vya, and dsx does not lastingly affect the material relations characterizing 
social life in Bethlehem in general. As expressed by Melissa Jackson, the narrative “contains within it 
elements of both a subverting and preserving attitude towards the patriarchal establishment.”206 I 

                                                             
202 Korpel argues this point quite forcefully in Korpel, Ruth, 130-131. See also above under the heading of 
‘religion’. 
203 Danna N. Fewell & David M. Gunn, Narrative in the Hebrew Bible (Oxford Bible Series), Oxford University 
Press, Oxford 1993, 157. 
204 Fewell & Gunn, Narrative, 157. 
205 The practice of dsx may not be the only skill Boaz learns from Ruth. According to Melissa Jackson, 
tricksterism is another: “In his dealings with the closer redeemer in chapter 4, Boaz displays trickster 
tendencies, skills he may well have acquired from Ruth the previous night. […] Boaz appears to have learned 
both very quickly and very well the ways of the trickster” (Jackson, Comedy, 184). See my conclusions (section 
9.3) for further elaboration of the trickster theme.  
206 Jackson, Comedy, 196. 
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suggest that the subverting elements predominantly affect abstract and discursive constructions of 
gender, while the – patriarchal – material realities are largely unchallenged. 

 
Looking at the community of Bethlehem in general, one observation stands out: the 

community, and by extension Israel, is noticeably gendered. Within this community, there are two 
spheres, two ways of relating to one another. One is manifested in and through the women of 
Bethlehem, who spontaneously sympathize with and intimately share Naomi’s grief and joy (1:19; 
4:14-17). The intimacy, especially of the joy, is apparent not only from the plot per se (after all, a 
birthing scene is intimate enough in its own right), but also from the setting: in the house. Men 
occupy the other sphere: that of legal issues settled in the gate. It is more solemn, much less 
spontaneous (Boaz has to organize an official court session for what is essentially a private matter, 
4:1-2), but ultimately necessary to implement any effective change. The division of the community 
into a private female and a public male sphere is stereotypical,207 and the book of Ruth does not do 
much to amend it. Or does it? The threshing floor, where Ruth ventures to have her and Naomi’s fate 
resolved, is arguably part of the public sphere.208 The timing of Ruth’s mission in the dead of night, 
however, gives it an indeterminate status between public and private, even secret, space. In the end, 
Boaz makes sure that the nightly encounter remains a secret, demonstrating once again his and 
Naomi’s desire to work ‘within the system’.  

 
The same desire is visible in their ideas about the necessity of a male provider for a woman in 

need. Despite the allegedly ‘idyllic’ ambiance pervading the Book of Ruth, the world presented in the 
narrative is a dangerous place for women. It is, in Phyllis Trible’s words, “a man’s world”, in which 
women have to work out “their own salvation with fear and trembling.” 209 The fact that they do so in 
occasionally unorthodox ways does not entail a deconstruction of the material reality as such.210 It 

                                                             
207 However, cf. Meyers, ‘Women and the Economy’, who argues: “With the family household being the 
dominant level of social organization the role of the female therein constituted a general, one might even say a 
‘public’ role.” Of course, Meyers’ construal is based on the pre-monarchic period, and may not apply to 
conditions in post-exilic Israel. Still, her challenge of the strict differentiation between ‘public’ and ‘private’ is 
a point well taken. 
208 In 2 Kgs 22:10, the threshing floor of Samaria is in fact the site of an official encounter of the kings of Israel 
and Judah. In this context, the connection made by the Chronicler between the Davidic altar on Araunah’s 
threshing floor and the later site of the First Temple is intriguing. With this in mind, it becomes possible to 
construe Ruth’s excursion to the threshing floor as pilgrimage to the temple, where she attempts to rouse the 
sleeping deity into action (cf. Is 51:9). Like Boaz in Ruth 2:13, YHWH identifies himself as ‘comforter’ (~kxnm) 
of his people a few verses further down (Is 51:9). 
209 Trible, ‘Two Women,’ 278. 
210 Only in one regard does Ruth introduce a marked change in the material and social relations as presented in 
other biblical narratives. As pointed out by, e.g., van Dijk-Hemmes (Van Dijk-Hemmes, ‘Women’s Culture,’ 
136), women are usually portrayed as rivals rather than companions – perhaps not surprising in a world where 
their survival is conditional upon the ability to secure a man’s favor. In Genesis as well as in the 
Deuteronomistic history, “whenever women are presented in pairs, conflict arises” (Fischer, ‘Feminist 
Commentary,’ 48). Cf. Genesis 16, 29-30; 1 Samuel 1, 1 Kgs 3:16-28. And generally, the ability or inability to 
bear (or keep) children is at the heart of the conflict. As the examples of Rachel and Hannah demonstrate, even 
the love of a devoted husband was not sufficient to satisfy the basic needs of a woman as perceived by the 
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does, however, recognize the necessity to deal creatively with structures that are potentially 
oppressive, albeit in a rather impromptu manner (as opposed to, e.g., the more apodictic regulations 
laid down in Ezra). 

Underlying the entire Book of Ruth is the premise that a woman - or several women - alone 
constitute a problem that needs to be solved. The problem is stated with so many words in 1:5 – “And 
the woman was left bereft of her two children and her husband” – and its solution pervades all direct 
speeches and plot developments from that time on.211 The narrative shows a clear focus on the 
resolution of Naomi and Ruth’s plight: their status as childless widows must be reversed by all means. 

 
Different strategies of dealing with the problem posed by the socio-cultural reality – i.e., that 

a woman cannot survive on her own - can be discerned. Put very briefly, one of them, preferred by 
Naomi, Boaz, and the community, involves a man, while the other, initially pursued by Ruth, does 
not. 

Naomi shows great concern for the well-being of her daughters-in-law (and, incidentally, 
very little for the continuation of her son’s line). This well-being, according to her, can only be 
achieved through conventional means: marriage.212 In her speech in 1:11-13, “the bearing of sons is 
not related to the interest of the ‘house of the father’ but is seen instead as life insurance for 
women.”213 Realizing that she herself cannot provide new husbands for her daughters-in-law, she 
urges them to turn back “to your mother’s house, [...] and find rest, each in her husband’s house” 
(1:8-9). Once returned to Bethlehem, Naomi strives to provide the same kind of ‘rest’ (xwnm) for Ruth 
in the house of Boaz.  

Ruth initially seems to pursue a solution other than marriage.214 According to Butting, Ruth’s 
decision to accompany Naomi instead of seeking renewed security in the house of a husband 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
authors and their culture. Not so in the Book of Ruth, where two women work together towards a solution that 
will benefit them both. 
211 Only on one occasion, during Boaz’ speech at the city gate, is any reference made to the continuation of 
Mahlon’s line (Ruth 4:10). However, this comes across as a rhetorical device Boaz employs to place his actions 
within the ideological framework of the community (i.e., that the name of a deceased Israelite must be 
preserved) rather than as a statement of his real intentions (i.e., to marry Ruth). 
212 Cf. Fischer, ‘Feminist Commentary,’ 26: “Although Naomi defines the two fictitious, potential husbands of 
her daughters-in-law through their wives, her desired concept of life is traditional: a woman gains fulfillment 
and social security only in her husband’s house.” 
213 Van Dijk-Hemmes, ‘Women’s Culture,’ 137. Van Dijk-Hemmes views Naomi’s construal of the situation 
as indication that the Book of Ruth was written from an F (female/feminine) voice, since she views the 
interpretation of the Levirate law as concerned with the welfare of women as a “(re)definition of reality from 
the female perspective” (Van Dijk-Hemmes, ‘Women’s Culture,’ 137). However, it seems questionable 
whether Naomi’s construal can and must in fact be read as a re-definition of reality. The only other occurrence 
of the Levirate law in a narrative text (Gen 38) seems more concerned with the woman’s fate as well, and 
although in the case of the only legal text (Dtr 25:5-10), the emphasis seems to be on the continuation of the 
name, the widow plays a very active part in the procedures, implying that ultimately, she has as much to 
benefit as does her deceased husband.  
214 Readings like Duffy’s poem (quoted above) construe her preference for a life with Naomi and without a 
man as indicative of lesbian love. However, liberating as such a view may be for many readers, it seems very 
far-fetched in the socio-historical background of the post-exilic community. 

 
 

 102 

does, however, recognize the necessity to deal creatively with structures that are potentially 
oppressive, albeit in a rather impromptu manner (as opposed to, e.g., the more apodictic regulations 
laid down in Ezra). 

Underlying the entire Book of Ruth is the premise that a woman - or several women - alone 
constitute a problem that needs to be solved. The problem is stated with so many words in 1:5 – “And 
the woman was left bereft of her two children and her husband” – and its solution pervades all direct 
speeches and plot developments from that time on.211 The narrative shows a clear focus on the 
resolution of Naomi and Ruth’s plight: their status as childless widows must be reversed by all means. 

 
Different strategies of dealing with the problem posed by the socio-cultural reality – i.e., that 

a woman cannot survive on her own - can be discerned. Put very briefly, one of them, preferred by 
Naomi, Boaz, and the community, involves a man, while the other, initially pursued by Ruth, does 
not. 

Naomi shows great concern for the well-being of her daughters-in-law (and, incidentally, 
very little for the continuation of her son’s line). This well-being, according to her, can only be 
achieved through conventional means: marriage.212 In her speech in 1:11-13, “the bearing of sons is 
not related to the interest of the ‘house of the father’ but is seen instead as life insurance for 
women.”213 Realizing that she herself cannot provide new husbands for her daughters-in-law, she 
urges them to turn back “to your mother’s house, [...] and find rest, each in her husband’s house” 
(1:8-9). Once returned to Bethlehem, Naomi strives to provide the same kind of ‘rest’ (xwnm) for Ruth 
in the house of Boaz.  

Ruth initially seems to pursue a solution other than marriage.214 According to Butting, Ruth’s 
decision to accompany Naomi instead of seeking renewed security in the house of a husband 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
authors and their culture. Not so in the Book of Ruth, where two women work together towards a solution that 
will benefit them both. 
211 Only on one occasion, during Boaz’ speech at the city gate, is any reference made to the continuation of 
Mahlon’s line (Ruth 4:10). However, this comes across as a rhetorical device Boaz employs to place his actions 
within the ideological framework of the community (i.e., that the name of a deceased Israelite must be 
preserved) rather than as a statement of his real intentions (i.e., to marry Ruth). 
212 Cf. Fischer, ‘Feminist Commentary,’ 26: “Although Naomi defines the two fictitious, potential husbands of 
her daughters-in-law through their wives, her desired concept of life is traditional: a woman gains fulfillment 
and social security only in her husband’s house.” 
213 Van Dijk-Hemmes, ‘Women’s Culture,’ 137. Van Dijk-Hemmes views Naomi’s construal of the situation 
as indication that the Book of Ruth was written from an F (female/feminine) voice, since she views the 
interpretation of the Levirate law as concerned with the welfare of women as a “(re)definition of reality from 
the female perspective” (Van Dijk-Hemmes, ‘Women’s Culture,’ 137). However, it seems questionable 
whether Naomi’s construal can and must in fact be read as a re-definition of reality. The only other occurrence 
of the Levirate law in a narrative text (Gen 38) seems more concerned with the woman’s fate as well, and 
although in the case of the only legal text (Dtr 25:5-10), the emphasis seems to be on the continuation of the 
name, the widow plays a very active part in the procedures, implying that ultimately, she has as much to 
benefit as does her deceased husband.  
214 Readings like Duffy’s poem (quoted above) construe her preference for a life with Naomi and without a 
man as indicative of lesbian love. However, liberating as such a view may be for many readers, it seems very 
far-fetched in the socio-historical background of the post-exilic community. 



 
 

 103 

indicates Ruth’s criticism of the ‘father’s house’ as part of the social reality that had caused Naomi’s 
devastation in the first place.215 As Zenger puts it,  

 
An der Beziehung Ruth-Naemi deutet die Erzählung eine Anthropologie an, die sich 
pointiert abhebt von zahlreichen anderen Ansätzen der biblischen und der nachbiblischen 
Tradition, in denen der Mann das anthropologische Leitbild ist und die die Frau meist in 
einer vom Mann her gedachten Abhängigkeit definieren.216 
 
Once arrived in Bethlehem, Ruth exhibits no desire to bind herself to another husband, 

either. Grateful though she is for Boaz’ generosity (2:10), it is Naomi who raises the possibility of 
something more than the permission to glean (2:20). However, Ruth ultimately has to yield to the 
material realities of the community she has entered. Even in the ‘idyllic’ world of Bethlehem, 
women’s vulnerable social position makes them an easy prey, not only for faceless strokes of fate, but 
also for less than friendly advances from representatives of the stronger sex. It is not without reason 
that Boaz warns Ruth to stick to his field, and commands his workers not to molest her (2:8-9). 
Women’s survival depends on their own inventiveness, but even more so on the goodwill of others, 
usually men. And even though the birthing scene in 4:14-17 is worded in rather unorthodox ways 
(see below), suggesting a measure of gender-bending on the level of discourse quite antipodal to the 
social realities, the latter are not affected. Ultimately, although the literaty figure Ruth seems to 
envision the possibility of a life without male involvement, according to the book bearing her name, 
security and ‘rest’ (xwnm, Ruth 1:9; 3:1) can only be found in the house of a husband.  

However, the concept of ‘rest’ encompasses more than social security. In the Hebrew Bible, it 
has a decidedly religious dimension, often in connection with the schema of ‘holy’ war.217 In the book 
of Ruth, this religious dimension is based on the symbolic function of the protagonists. If the 
husband, who apparently is indispensable for the ‘rest’ sought by the women, is more than a man – if, 
indeed, he symbolizes YHWH’s involvement with his community – it is no more than logical that the 
material relations are not challenged in this regard. Ruth and Naomi cannot survive without a male 
provider, just like Israel cannot survive without YHWH. The ‘rest’ Naomi seeks for Ruth then 
acquires an additional dimension of meaning: it is the God-given repose not only from work (Gen 
2:15; Ex, 23:12) and danger (Gen 19:16), but also more specifically rest from Israel’s enemy in the 
promised land, following either Exodus and conquest, or Exile and return.218  
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6.4.3 ‘She Is the Moabite Girl Who Returned With Naomi’ – Performing Intersecting 

Identities 

Besides the correlation between gender and religious identity, manifest in the redefinition of 
ḥesed and ’rest’, the book of Ruth also construes gender and ethnic identity as intricately connected. 
There are no ‘women’ or ‘men’ per se in the narrative, only men “from Bethlehem, Judah” and their 
wives (1:1), “Moabite women” (1:4), and “women of Bethlehem” (1:19). Interestingly, Moabite men 
are entirely absent – but then again, it was the Moabite women who had posed the most serious 
threat to Israelite identity, inviting them to indulge in sexual immorality and idolatry (Num 25:1-3). 
And it is precisely this stereotype that is challenged and negotiated by and through the figure of Ruth. 

 
The intersection between ethnic and gender identity makes the tension - inherent in a 

performance approach of gender - between acculturation and agency especially salient. Although 
born as a Moabite and having become (i.e., having been socialized as) a Moabite woman, Ruth 
chooses to be acculturated into a different kind of womanhood – an Israelite one.219  

Performance always takes place on two levels: abstract ideals and material realities. Above, I 
have proposed that in the Book of Ruth, both masculinity and femininity are defined by the principle 
of ḥesed. Simultaneously, other stereotypes – e.g., that men are, or should be, aggressive and vigorous, 
and that women are, or should be, passive and unassertive – are undermined. Material realities, on 
the other hand – e.g., that a woman alone and childless is an aberration of the ‘normal’ order - are 
not challenged. Neither is the segregation between male and female spheres of influence – the public 
and the private domain, respectively – undone, although women’s private actions regularly influence 
what will later take place on the public level. 

 
In line with the latter observation, the reader encounters a variety of rather unspectacular 

gender performances. Women harvest and men oversee them, men carry out official business in the 
city gate and women help with the birth of Obed, etc. In addition to these everyday-performances, 
the book of Ruth, like the two other narratives analyzed in the present study, also features a scene 
with a more theatrical performance of womanhood, in which the female protagonist dresses up in 
order to impress her male counterpart. In the case of Esther and Judith, the sexual connotations are 
obvious. For Esther, intercourse is unavoidable. Reversely, Judith must at least appear to keep this 
option open, but in the end, can state that Holofernes “did not commit sin with me” (Jdt 13:16). 
Ruth’s encounter with Boaz at the threshing floor is highly suggestive – and yet the reader is left in 
uncertainty as to the actual details of the intimacy – or lack thereof – between them. 

This tension between ‘maybe’ and ‘surely not!’ is congruent with the necessity to both 
confirm and deconstruct certain stereotypes. Ruth, as a young woman and a Moabite, has to navigate 
intersecting and partly contradictory sets of expectations. As a woman trying to fit in in the 
Bethlehemite community, she is expected to be virtuous, and demure (Prov 31). On the fields, during 
the day, she has already proven to be both – Boaz is obviously impressed with her from the start, not 

                                                             
219 Of course, historically, gender ideals and material realities probably did not differ much, or even at all, in 
Israel and Moab. All references in my analysis to Moabite women or gender stereotypes refer to the biblical 
image of Moabite women as presented in, e.g., Gen 19:36-38; Num 25:1-3; Dtr 23:3-4; 1 Kgs 11:1-8. 

 
 

 104 

6.4.3 ‘She Is the Moabite Girl Who Returned With Naomi’ – Performing Intersecting 

Identities 

Besides the correlation between gender and religious identity, manifest in the redefinition of 
ḥesed and ’rest’, the book of Ruth also construes gender and ethnic identity as intricately connected. 
There are no ‘women’ or ‘men’ per se in the narrative, only men “from Bethlehem, Judah” and their 
wives (1:1), “Moabite women” (1:4), and “women of Bethlehem” (1:19). Interestingly, Moabite men 
are entirely absent – but then again, it was the Moabite women who had posed the most serious 
threat to Israelite identity, inviting them to indulge in sexual immorality and idolatry (Num 25:1-3). 
And it is precisely this stereotype that is challenged and negotiated by and through the figure of Ruth. 

 
The intersection between ethnic and gender identity makes the tension - inherent in a 

performance approach of gender - between acculturation and agency especially salient. Although 
born as a Moabite and having become (i.e., having been socialized as) a Moabite woman, Ruth 
chooses to be acculturated into a different kind of womanhood – an Israelite one.219  

Performance always takes place on two levels: abstract ideals and material realities. Above, I 
have proposed that in the Book of Ruth, both masculinity and femininity are defined by the principle 
of ḥesed. Simultaneously, other stereotypes – e.g., that men are, or should be, aggressive and vigorous, 
and that women are, or should be, passive and unassertive – are undermined. Material realities, on 
the other hand – e.g., that a woman alone and childless is an aberration of the ‘normal’ order - are 
not challenged. Neither is the segregation between male and female spheres of influence – the public 
and the private domain, respectively – undone, although women’s private actions regularly influence 
what will later take place on the public level. 

 
In line with the latter observation, the reader encounters a variety of rather unspectacular 

gender performances. Women harvest and men oversee them, men carry out official business in the 
city gate and women help with the birth of Obed, etc. In addition to these everyday-performances, 
the book of Ruth, like the two other narratives analyzed in the present study, also features a scene 
with a more theatrical performance of womanhood, in which the female protagonist dresses up in 
order to impress her male counterpart. In the case of Esther and Judith, the sexual connotations are 
obvious. For Esther, intercourse is unavoidable. Reversely, Judith must at least appear to keep this 
option open, but in the end, can state that Holofernes “did not commit sin with me” (Jdt 13:16). 
Ruth’s encounter with Boaz at the threshing floor is highly suggestive – and yet the reader is left in 
uncertainty as to the actual details of the intimacy – or lack thereof – between them. 

This tension between ‘maybe’ and ‘surely not!’ is congruent with the necessity to both 
confirm and deconstruct certain stereotypes. Ruth, as a young woman and a Moabite, has to navigate 
intersecting and partly contradictory sets of expectations. As a woman trying to fit in in the 
Bethlehemite community, she is expected to be virtuous, and demure (Prov 31). On the fields, during 
the day, she has already proven to be both – Boaz is obviously impressed with her from the start, not 

                                                             
219 Of course, historically, gender ideals and material realities probably did not differ much, or even at all, in 
Israel and Moab. All references in my analysis to Moabite women or gender stereotypes refer to the biblical 
image of Moabite women as presented in, e.g., Gen 19:36-38; Num 25:1-3; Dtr 23:3-4; 1 Kgs 11:1-8. 



 
 

 105 

(only) because she is ‘easy on the eyes’ (which the text does not say), but even more (or so he says) 
because of her willingness to work hard and to leave behind her native country in order to support 
her mother-in-law. However, he does not turn his attraction to Ruth into actions. Apparently, for a 
more lasting solution, a different approach is necessary. Therefore now, at night, Naomi evidently 
plans to exploit the other schema applying to Ruth: that of strange (especially Moabite) women. As 
already elaborated, strange women are suspect in many biblical texts, starting with Isaac’s and 
Rebekah’s obnoxious Hittite daughters-in-law (Gen 27:36), and culminating in Proverbs’ 
demonization of the hyrkn (Prov 2:16; 5:20; 6:24; 7:5; 23:27). Women from Moab present a special 
case within this category of ‘strange women’. Not only were the Moabite people the outcome of a 
very awkward sexual relation (Gen 37:36-38),220 Num 25:1-3 also describes the women of Moab as 
seducing the men of Israel during the desert wanderings. Naomi seems to be aware of these 
traditions: She counts on the sexual aggressiveness attributed to women from Moab, and hopes that 
Ruth will use it to her own advantage. The final choice about the course of action lies with the man – 
‘he will tell you what to do’ (4:4) – but it does not take much imagination to picture how an 
intoxicated man confronted with a (possibly naked) 221 woman at his feet would likely react. 
Afterwards, Naomi may have speculated, Boaz would hopefully turn his relationship with Ruth into a 
more stable commitment, whether from a sense of duty for having compromised Ruth’s reputation, 
or simply because he wants more than one night with her. Ruth, however, chooses to convert a scene 
of seduction into a ‘prayer’, turning the schema of the ‘strange woman’ in general and the Moabitess 
in particular, on its head. Significantly, it is precisely in this delicate situation that Boaz calls her a 
‘worthy woman’ (3:11). Step by step, the image of the ‘strange woman’ is deconstructed in favor of 
that of David’s worthy ancestress. 

 
Boaz, too, has to navigate his own set of stereotypes. He enters the narrative as a ‘worthy man 

of valor’, or a ‘man of substantial fortune’ (lyx rwbg vya, 2:1), in short, a “pillar of society”.222 
However, at least in the beginning, Boaz does not display any qualities of a stereotypical lyx rwbg vya, 
other than wealth and social standing. Soon, even his social standing is endangered by the appearance 
of Ruth. Boaz is attracted to Ruth, that much seems obvious from his solicitousness towards her from 
the moment he spots her in his fields (2:5) until he sends her home with an abundant amount of 
grain (2:18). His concern to keep her in his field (“do not go”, “stay”, “cling to”, 2:9) is also telling. 
However, according to all biblical texts - both narrative (Gen 19:36-38, Num 25:1-3; and 1 Kgs 11:1-
8) and legal (Dtr 23:3-4) - concerning Moabite women, these women were no suitable marriage 
material for Israelite men. As Fewell and Gunn observe, the narrative shows Boaz as a man torn 
between his desire to ‘do the right thing’ in the eyes of the community, and his attraction to the 
Moabitess Ruth.223 They explain the theatrical performance and somewhat obscure legal transaction 
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in chapter 4 as an attempt by Boaz to have his cake and eat it, too. By combining the laws of levirate 
and redemption and casting himself in the role of the ‘establisher’ of Mahlon’s name, he succeeds in 
making his marriage to Ruth appear as a sacrifice for the benefit of a fellow (albeit deceased) Israelite 
man. 

 By blessing the forthcoming marriage between Boaz and the Moabite Ruth, the community 
agrees that Boaz is indeed doing ‘the right thing’. As Fewell and Gunn put it, “[t]he patriarchy loves 
it!”224 But is ‘patriarchy’ really the instance by which Boaz’ actions are judged, in the end? I have 
argued above that the phrase expressing the epitome of manliness, lyx rwbg vya, undergoes several 
shifts in meaning in the course of the narrative. Put very briefly, it moves from external features 
(physical strength, wealth, social standing) to the practice and internal quality of dsx. Would it lead 
too far to assert that it shifts from a general ideal of manhood to a specifically Israelite one? A 
manhood that mirrors God’s character and behavior not as a warrior, but as the redeemer of his 
people? 

 
The main characters prove that gender identity, or rather notions of acceptable manhood and 

womanhood, are inextricably tied to, or “intra-act”225 with both religion and ethnicity. Ruth is not 
just a woman, she is a Moabite woman, and she will have to become an Israelite woman if she really 
wants to make Naomi’s people her own. Naomi may be an Israelite woman ethnically, but her trust in 
the God of Israel is seriously shaken. Her identity is compromised to such an extent that her former 
neighbors wonder, “Is this Naomi?” (1:19). It is only when her gender role as mother/grandmother is 
restored that she can embrace her faith and her identity again. Last but not least, anyone who wants 
to be recognized as a ‘man’ has to fulfill the requirements of Mosaic Law, as the treatment of the 
unnamed (and thereby unmanned?) redeemer makes painfully clear (4:1-8). Boaz is a ‘man of 
substance’ because he behaves in a way that is appropriate within the Israelite setting of the narrative. 

 

6.4.4 ‘But Ruth Clung To Her’ – Bending Genders and the Identity of Israel 

‘Gender-bending’ can be defined as a conscious aberration from specific gender-norms 
applying in any given socio-cultural environment.226 This may take place on the level of abstract 
notions of gender-stereotypes, or of material realities, or both. 

 
6.4.4.1 Unbendable Realities 
Starting with the latter – material realities – I have already hinted at a conclusion: the book of 

Ruth does not introduce any lasting changes in the social order.227 Especially looking at the first and 
the final scene of the Book of Ruth, and even more so at the genealogy, one could even conclude that 
stereotypical gender roles are reinforced rather than challenged. Naomi is introduced as Elimelek’s 
wife (1:1-2), and her sons are linked exclusively to their father by the male singular suffix (1:1). 
Likewise, the genealogy (4:18-22) speaks of father-to-son succession only, leaving out the women 
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who had made it possible in the first place. And even the rest of the narrative can be – and has been – 
read as a vindication of the patriarchal order, where a woman is tied to her husband even after his 
death, and where the narrative revolves around the continuation of his name rather than the 
resolution of her plight.228 Women on their own are still an unviable aberration from this social order 
by the end of the narrative, just as they are in the beginning. And despite proposals to the contrary,229 
same-sex-relationships that replace the one between husband and wife remain unthinkable. Men also 
still perform the public rituals that bring about the marriage between Boaz and Ruth and the 
integration of the latter into Israel, while women perform their own, much less official rituals at 
home. 

 
6.4.4.2 An Ethics of Care 
However, on the level of ideology and even theology, ‘bending’ in a variety of directions can 

be discerned. In the course of the narrative, Boaz develops into the embodiment of an alternative 
ideal of masculinity, replacing belligerence and ‘machismo’ with sagacity and protectiveness. A 
woman, Ruth, sets the example for this new definition of ‘virility’. In the process, not only 
masculinity undergoes a shift in meaning, moving from qualities connected to physical fitness and 
forcefulness to an attitude of care beyond the call of duty. The meaning of ḥesed, too, is altered. 
Expressed in modern terms, it shifts from a ‘masculine’ ethics based on rights and duties to a more 
‘feminine’ ethics of care, rooted in relationships rather than the autonomy of the individual.230 
Although care ethics has been criticized, among other things, for reinforcing stereotypes of 
‘autonomous men’ and ‘caring women’, the model is helpful for distinguishing between different 
types of ethics present in the Book of Ruth, where they are, indeed, tied to men (Boaz and the first 
redeemer) and women, especially Ruth. The differentiation also helps account for Boaz’ initial 
hesitation to do more for Ruth than let her glean. Allowing Ruth to glean was demanded of him by 
the social code established in texts like Lev 19:9-10 and 23:22, and he is very generous in his 
application of this law. However, by rights, it was not his duty to redeem Naomi’s fields or marry 
Ruth.231 It takes a shift in ethical paradigms, prompted by Ruth’s nightly appeal, in order for Boaz to 
understand and practice ḥesed as exemplified by Ruth, and to act as redeemer although by law this 
may have been someone else’s duty. In Zenger’s words,  

 
Menschliches Sein wird hier nicht primär durch die Mann-Frau-Beziehung definiert, 
sondern dadurch, dass Menschen einander zum Nächsten werden sollen. Vom Buch Ruth 
her sind nicht Eros und Sexus die Grundkategorien menschlichen Zusammenlebens, 
sondern mitleidende und mittragende Solidarität und aktive Hingabe (nicht als ‘typisch 

                                                             
228 The most extreme example is probably Gunkel, Reden und Aufsätze, but until the publication of Phyllis 
Trible’s feminist reading of the book, readings that put Mahlon rather than Ruth or Naomi in the center were 
not at all uncommon. And even decennias later, Larkin still posits that Mahlon’s line presents one of the 
central themes of the narrative (Larkin, Ruth and Esther, 49). 
229 E.g., Duffy, Collected Poems, 1949-1984; Alpert, ‘Finding Our Past’. 
230 For care ethics in general, see Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice, Harvard University Press, Cambridge 
1982; Nel Noddings, Caring: A Feminist Approach to Ethics and Moral Education, University of California 
Press, Berkeley 1984. For an application of this approach to the book of Ruth, see Susan Schept, ‘Feminist 
Ethics in Jewish Tradition,’ Conservative Judaism 57 (2004): 21-29. 
231 Cf. Glueck’s definition of ḥesed as a ‘rights-and-duties relationship’ (Glueck, Hesed). 
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weibliche Opferbereitschaft’, sondern als auch vom Mann geforderte Fähigkeit, sich selbst zu 
geben, um das Leben zu fördern!).232 

 
Interestingly, although ‘feminization’ often also implies ‘devaluation’,233 the opposite is true 

in the Book of Ruth, where the people still trust Boaz to “act with force” (lyx hf[) despite his switch 
to a ‘feminine’ ethics rooted in relationships rather than rules. 

 
6.4.4.3 Ménage-a-quatre? Relating Ruth, Naomi, Boaz, and YHWH 
In line with Zenger’s observation, the male-female relationships forming the basis of the 

ethics in the book of Ruth are loci of gender blending as well. More precisely, the language used to 
describe the relationships between Ruth, Naomi, and Boaz shows traces of ‘gender bending’ or at 
least ‘blurring’, as Exum puts it.234 Many commentators have pointed out the startling use of 
vocabulary in the Book of Ruth. Summarized very briefly, they argue that Ruth or Naomi or both 
function in roles normally reserved for the man in a heterosexual relationship. Trible’s comment on 
Ruth’s profession of loyalty, for example, is that “[n]ot only has Ruth broken with family, country, 
and faith, but she has also reversed sexual allegiance. […] One female has chosen another female in a 
world where life depends upon men.”235 Similarly, Butting claims: “Ruth tritt an die Stelle des 
Mannes, der ‘seinen Vater und seine Mutter verlässt und seiner Frau anhaftet’ (Gen 2:24), um in 
Gemeinschaft mit ihr zu leben, wenn sie ‘ihren Vater und ihre Mutter verlässt’ (2:11) und ‘Noomi 
anhaftet’ (1:14).”236 And Exum, commenting on the peculiar threesome formed by Naomi, Boaz, and 
Ruth, argues that “the triangular nature of interpersonal relationships in the text […] challenges our 
notions of gender by destabilizing our gender categories.”237 

 
Readings such as Trible’s, Buttings’, and Exum’s base themselves on a number of textual 

features, all of which employ standardized vocabulary in a non-standard way. Besides Ruth’s promise 

                                                             
232 Zenger, Ruth, 125. 
233 It is not even necessary to return to De Beauvoir’s hierarchical list of qualities associated with both sexes – 
current debates about the ‘feminization’ of professions such as teacher, physician, and member of the clergy 
are eloquent enough.  
234 Exum, Naomi, 136. 
235 Trible, ‘Two Women,’ 258. 
236 Butting, Buchstaben. 
237 Exum, Naomi, 169. Commenting on the women’s statement that “a son has been born to Naomi” (4:17), 
Exum remarks: “The expression, ‘a son is born to…’ is normally used of fathers, never simply of mothers. 
Naomi is thus symbolically in the position of a father to Obed, and, as Obed’s father, she is also symbolically a 
husband to Ruth, who has born him (4.15)” (Exum, Naomi, 169). Cf. Butting, Buchstaben. Davies finds yet 
another indication for blurred gender identity in the frequent gender discord in pronouns and their 
antecedents and other gender-specific forms (notably ~hytv, see Andrew R. Davis, ‘The Literary Effect of 
Gender Discord in the Book of Ruth,’ JBL 132 (2013): 495-513). According to Davis, besides illustrating 
Naomi’s distraught state of mind and a certain ambivalence in her relationship with her daughters-in-law, 
these aberrations from normal usage are also “emblematic of the dual gender roles each will assume in the 
story” (Davis, ‘Discord,’ 506).  
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in 1:16-17,238 the most salient of these features are the use of the verbs qbd (‘cling to’, 1:14; 2:8, 21, 23) 
and bz[ (leave/forsake; Ruth 1:16; 2:11, 16, 20), and the unusual wording of the birthing and naming 
scene in 4:14-17. I agree that these features serve to subtly destabilize binary heterosexual gender 
patterns. However, this destabilization by no means implies an actual reversal of gender roles – it is, 
at best, a play, as gender bending often is, challenging standard notions of gender identity by 
performing aspects of this identity in an unexpected context. Besides, the exclusive focus on gender 
may lead to a neglect of other parts of the texts, where the same or similar formulations occur as well, 
with rather different connotations. Perhaps the concept of stereotypical scenarios can be of help. 
What kind of scenarios would have come to the mind of a contemporaneous reader of the book of 
Ruth upon hearing the term qbd or bz[? 

qbd, of course, is used of the first human couple in Gen 2:24, where it is said that “a man shall 
forsake his father and mother and cling (qbd) to his wife”. It also describes Shechem’s passion for 
Dinah in Gen 34:3, and Solomon’s infatuation with his foreign wives (1 Kgs 11:2). Much more often, 
however, it occurs either in the context of the relationship between YHWH and his people239, or of 
substances or objects sticking to one another.240 The latter seems less relevant in the context of the 
book of Ruth, where the subject of qbd is a human being – Ruth – in all four cases. However, the 
‘clinging’ of Israel to YHWH may offer a significant stereotypical scenario for understanding the 
connotations of qbd in the book of Ruth. Tellingly, as mentioned above, qbd is used not only to 
describe Ruth’s clinging to Naomi (1:14), but also to Boaz’ servant girls or servants (2:8,21,23).241 
Both observations – the common use of qbd to describe the divine-human relationship and the fact 
that in Ruth, it is not used exclusively for Ruth’s relationship with Naomi – weaken the claim that 
Ruth’s ‘clinging’ must be construed as a replacement of the heterosexual marriage relationship. 
While ‘gender blurring’ may be one aspect of the wording, there are hints that the relationship 
between Ruth and Naomi is not the only one at stake here. Even the combination with bz[ 
(leave/forsake; Ruth 1:16; 2:11, 16, 20), which, according to Butting, underpins the link with Gen 2:24 
and consequently the male role Ruth takes upon herself, can also be construed very differently. Like 
qbd, it is a keyword for describing the relationship between YHWH and his people, especially in 
Chronicles and texts considered to express Deuteronomistic views (more precisely, the so-called 

                                                             
238 Of course, Ruth’s words do not reflect any known standard Israelite wedding vow per se. However, they 
clearly refer to a number of aspects a woman would give up upon entering a marriage (her mother’s/father’s 
house, and, in the case of an exogamous marriage, her former ethnic and religious attachments). Strikingly, 
what was originally an expression of extraordinary loyalty between two women has long been annexed for 
wedding celebrations of heterosexual couples – an instance of reverse ‘gender bending’, if you will (cf. Exum, 
Naomi, 135). 
239 Dtr 4:4; 10:20; 13:4; 30:20; Josh 22:5; 23:8; Jer 13:11; Ps 119:31. 
240 E.g., sin or disease sticking to a person (Gen 19:19; 13:17; 28:60; 23:12; 2 Kgs 3:3; 5:27; Ps 101:3), the tongue 
sticking to the roof of the mouth (Ps 137:6; Job 29:10; Lam 4:4), or bones sticking to the flesh (Ps 102:5; Job 
19:20; 41:23). 
241 The one time where the verb is attached to a male object, in 2:21, the text itself is inconsistent: whereas Boaz 
had asked Ruth to stay with his servant girls, Ruth herself turns the latter into male servants in her report to 
Naomi (2:21). 
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Deuteronomistic history and Isaiah).242 It can both be used in warnings to the people not to forsake 
YHWH – or else he will forsake them (Dtr 28:20; 29:25; 2 Chr 28:9; 12:5)– and in promises that 
YHWH will not forsake his people (Dtr 31:6; Is 41:17; 54:7; 60:15). A bold conclusion from these 
parallels would be that Naomi, Ruth, and Boaz take turns symbolizing the divine person. Could Ruth, 
for example, really mean that she does not want to abandon God in 1:16? The text does not say as 
much, and to claim that it does would be conjecture. Still, the occurrence of word clusters normally 
associated with the divine-human relationship does give one pause. At the very least, it opens up the 
possibility of a reading that couples gender with the religious dimension shining through diverse 
facets of the text.  

 
This reading is supported by the observation that ‘gender bending’ on the level of individuals 

fulfilling unexpected roles affects the identity of Israel itself. The shift in the perception of ethics and 
the gender bending in the description of role patterns and relationships are reinforced by means of a 
deconstruction, at least on the ideological level, of the concept of the Father’s house (ba tyb), and a 
re-appropriation of “the people’s history as women’s history!”243 The genealogy ensures that this 
process is ultimately kept within the limits of the social order of patriarchy, but time and again, the 
narrative offers an alternative construal of Israelite identity. As elaborated by, e.g., Nielsen, Butting, 
and Fischer, the pattern from which Ruth deviates is supplied in Genesis. There, the provenance and 
early history of Israel is described as a succession of patrilineal toledoth and centers on the blessing 
that is passed on from father to “Erstling”.244 One of the central metaphors of Israelite identity, the 
‘father’s house’ (ba tyb) finds its roots here. As elaborated above, the ‘house’ plays a central role in 
the Book of Ruth as well. In the blessing of the elders, Ruth is put on a par with Rachel and Leah, 
“who together built the house of Israel” (4:11). In the words of the women during the birthing scene, 
by contrast, Israel appears  

 
nicht als Vaterhaus, sondern im Bild einer ‘Witwe’, die weint, ‘denn fern von mir ist ein 
Tröster, der mir ein Seelenwiederbringer … ist’ (Klg. 1:16). Noomi steht im Zentrum einer 

                                                             
242 Cf. Walter Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament. Testimony, Dispute, Advocacy, Fortress Press, 
Minneapolis 1997, 322. 
243 Fischer, ‘Feminist Commentary,’ 49. 
244 The German ‘Erstling’ has no fitting equivalent in English, where ‘firstborn’ is too tightly associated with 
the order of birth. Butting defines the concept as follows: “Die Konzentration auf den Erstling, der in den 
ersten Kapiteln der Genesis als der Mensch, männlich und weiblich, hervortritt, ist das herausragende Element 
der Toledot. [...] Eine Bewegung vom Vater zum Sohn wird erzählt. Dabei ist der Erstling als der auf 
einzigartige Weise repräsentative Sohn im Hause seines Vaters die Figur, auf die sich im besonderen alle 
Aufmerksamkeit richtet, weil in ihm als dem Erstling (bechor) der Segen (beracha) sich konzentriert. 
Allerdings ist Erstlingtum keine Gabe der Natur, sondern Berufung, und d.h., dass der Erstgeborene 
keineswegs der Erstling sein muss. [...] Er ist Erstling inmitten vieler Brüder und Schwestern, und in ihm geht 
es inmitten von all den anderen Geschlecht um Geschlecht um den, der dann Abraham, Isaak und schließlich 
Jakob/Israel heißen wird. Die Genesis gibt mit diesem Gliederungsverfahren in Zeugungsgeschichten 
Weisung, dass sie als die Erzählung vom Werden Israels als Erstling unter den Völkern gelesen werden will” 
(Butting, Buchstaben, 26-27). 
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neuen gesellschaftlichen Ordnung, wohin die Liebe Ruths sie gestellt hat. Die Gemeinschaft 
dieser Frauen und nicht das Vaterhaus Boas’ is Bild und Vorbild der Zukunft Israels.245  
 
Butting’s point is well taken, but her construal neglects the fact that ultimately Boaz comforts 

(~xn) Ruth and Obed ‘restores Naomi’s soul’ (vpn byvml). On the ‘real’ as well as the symbolic level, 
the book of Ruth leaves intact the conventional image of Israel as a bride, wife, or widow, and YHWH 
as the husband, redeemer, and comforter. At the same time, it playfully gives new meaning to 
standard terms such as dsx and lyx rwbg vya, redefining all of them to better fit the needs of the 
women.  

In this line, a last instance of ‘gender bending’ may be perceived in Ruth’s deconstruction of 
the stereotype of ‘Moabite woman’ and replacement thereof with her own appropriation of Israelite 
femininity. This femininity, in turn, has little to do with submissiveness or even sexual chastity. 
Rather, as Ruth, the foreign woman, acts out the founding principles of Israelite identity, she becomes 
“a vehicle through which the law comes alive again generations after the death of the lawgiver, 
Moses.”246 The law itself is affected in this transaction, as ‘rights and duties’ make room for 
relationships of care. 

 
6.5 Conclusions - Embodying Israel in the Book of Ruth 

My initial question was if and how Ruth embodies Israel, and how this affects the identity of 
Israel envisioned in the narrative. However, the analysis of religious, ethnic, and gender identity, and 
of the various movements within and across different aspects of identity has shown that this question 
does not capture the complex processes of embodiment described in the book bearing her name. 

I have argued that the image of the ‘house’ plays a central role for the identity of Israel as 
imagined in the book of Ruth. This image, both in its ethnic (genealogical) and religious (mytho-
foundational) aspects, suggests that relationships stand at the center of this identity. This conclusion 
is in line with the observation that several protagonists and the interactions between them - rather 
than one individual character - ‘embody’ Israel. First of all, there is the ‘exiled’ and bereaved widow 
Naomi, whose fate mirrors that of the exiles in Babylon.247 Important to note in this regard is the 
insistence on her victimhood and the dubious role played by YHWH towards her and her family, at 
least according to Naomi’s own assessment (1:20-21). Korpel regards her as the “Old Zion”, that part 
of the population that had witnessed the downfall of Jerusalem and was still grappling to come to 
terms with the past.248 But Naomi’s devastation is more than ‘just’ psychological or theological, it has 
an economic component as well. She returns “empty” and “afflicted”, unable to claim her former 
possessions and completely dependent on the willingness of the home community to take her in and 
sustain her. Naomi as Israel does not represent the political, religious, or economic elite, returning to 
Yehud to rebuild and reclaim, as described in Ezra and Nehemiah. If she symbolizes Israel, it is a 

                                                             
245 Butting, Buchstaben, 40. 
246 Honig, ‘Model Emigrée,’ 55. 
247 In Korpel, ‘Virtual Jerusalem’, this interpretation (more specifically, the interpretation of Naomi as ‘Zion’) 
is thoroughly investigated on the basis of similarities on word level between descriptions of Naomi and the 
books of Lamentations, Isaiah, and Jeremiah. 
248 Korpel, ‘Virtual Jerusalem,’ 12. 
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different group within this entity, a group whom life in exile has treated less kindly, and which is less 
able to put the past aside and develop new initiatives.249 The very existence of such a group puts a 
moral claim on those more fortunate ones who either were not exiled in the first place or returned 
more triumphantly. In addition, it also puts a claim on God to remember his role as redeemer (lag). 

 
The theme of redemption introduces a second instance of embodiment, involving Boaz and 

YHWH. By means of a variety of idiomatic expressions (qbd, @nk, bz[, hval hnq), the text creates a 
parallel between Boaz and YHWH reminiscent of, but not the same as, the marriage metaphor 
familiar from texts like Hosea or Ezekiel. In the latter, “Yahweh’s relationship with Israel is construed 
under the metaphor of a marriage covenant from which the people break away time and again.”250 
The burden of the metaphor – i.e., the appeal for a change in behavior – is laid on the woman/wife, 
who is portrayed as wayward, adulterous, and unworthy of her divine husband. The husband, justly 
enraged at her unfaithfulness, publicly humiliates and abandons her.251 In the book of Ruth, by 
contrast, an appeal is made both to the human and the divine husband to act in accordance with their 
self-appointed role as redeemer. The woman, after all, has not abandoned (bz[) him but clung (qbd) 
to him and sought refuge under his wings (@nk).  

Of course, if Boaz indeed embodies YHWH, this is a very different YHWH from the warrior 
god of Israel’s early days. Like Boaz, this God seems to have lost much of his manly vigor - the Exile, 
perhaps, has wizened him. He is still able and – after more or less urgent supplication, willing to 
redeem his people, but this redemption takes place within the intimate context of family life and 
‘daily bread’ rather than on a global scale. Only the closing reference to David leaves room for the 
possibility of military accomplishments in a time to come. At the same time, terms related to ‘rest’ 
(hxwnm, 1:9 and xwnm, 3:1) are loosened from the semantic field of holy war252 and inserted into a 
domestic setting, suggesting a very different construal of the ‘rest’ provided by YHWH (or at least of 
the means employed to arrive at this ‘rest’) than put forward in Deuteronomistic texts.253 The ideal of 
the returning community peacefully resettling the land under the benevolent auspices of YHWH is 
expressed in the conventional image of a woman finding ‘rest’ in the house of her husband.254   

                                                             
249 Peter H. W. Lau, Identity and Ethics in the Book of Ruth (Beihefte zur Zeitschrift für die alttestamentliche 
Wissenschaft 416), De Gruyter, Berlin 2011 foregrounds ‘initiative’ as central to the message of the book of 
Ruth in general (esp. p. 165-167). 
250 Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 333. 
251 See Scholz, Rape for a critical assessment of YHWH’s role in these and similar texts. 
252 Dtr 12:10; 25:19; Josh 23:1; 2 Sam 7:1, 11; 1 Chr 22:9. See section 7.2.2 for a discussion of this issue in the 
book of Esther.  
253 Such a shift is congruent with the development suggested by Albertz and Schmitt that household religion 
played a central part in preserving Israel’s religious heritance in times of political upheaval: “The entire 
religious and cultural symbolic system that cohered in order to ensure the maintenance and continuance of 
Judean identity in the Diaspora was based on the fundamental social unit of the family. Religiously symbolic 
rites included the circumcision of infants, observing the Sabbath feast, and dietary regulations. This forced 
coherence in turn ensured a close integration between family religion and the emerging Jewish religion” 
(Albertz & Schmitt, Family, 18). 
254 This does not entail a complete dismissal of notions conventionally associated with the ba tyb, as suggested 
by, e.g., Butting, Buchstaben; Fischer, ‘Feminist Commentary’. It does, however, suggest a shift in emphasis, 
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If Naomi embodies the “old Zion”255 (or, more concretely, destitute groups of exiles or 

returnees), and Boaz mirrors YHWH, what role does Ruth play? Does she, the Moabite, indeed 
embody the “New Zion”256? I tend to answer this question affirmatively, but with important 
qualifications. It is not, in fact, Ruth the Moabite who embodies Israel. It is Ruth the former Moabite, 
whose religious and ethnic roots have been replaced with Israelite myths and genealogies. This 
process is initiated by the confession of her wish to join Naomi, her people, and her God, and 
sanctioned by the community, both by the men in the gate and the women in the home. It fits the 
development proposed by, e.g., Gerstenberger, that 

 
in the religious community that originated since the collapse of the Judean state, the decision 
of personal faith is dominant in the foreground in the context of a communal and religious, 
national horizon.257 
 
According to this widely shared assessment, “personal decision for Yahweh” and “confession 

of Yahweh” partly superseded conventional construals of belonging based on ethnic identity and 
being born into a religious community.258 However, rather than a singular declaration of one’s choice 
for YHWH, the book of Ruth outlines an elaborate process of identity de-construction and re-
construction, touching (and showing as ‘intra-acting’) areas as diverse as religious beliefs, ethics, 
genealogy, and even gender identity. 
 

The figure of Ruth is not the only one undergoing profound changes. The various processes 
of embodiment in the book of Ruth also imply the de-construction and partial re-construction of a 
number of metaphorical or conceptual schemata: YHWH’s ‘wayward wife’, the ‘strange woman’, the 
‘man of valor’ and the ‘woman of valor’, and finally the principle of ḥesed are all redefined through 
their application to rather unlikely instances. In fact, I would argue that these instances are put 
forward as alternative prototypes – as examples by which the validity of other instances of the schema 
can be measured. A strange woman (hyrkn) is no longer the near-prostitute luring away young men 
from the path of righteousness, as suggested in Proverbs and Ezra and Nehemiah, but rather the 
prototype of Israelite womanhood itself. It is rooted in Rachel and Leah, voluntarily estranged from 
their father in order to build the house of Israel. In addition, Boaz’ (or YHWH’s) wife is an example 
of faithfulness, while YHWH himself is cast in the role of redeemer, leaving behind all connotations 
of judgment or warrior mentality. The same is true for the lyx rwbg vya, identified by his practice of 
dsx rather than by his military or political prowess. Finally, the meaning of dsx itself is altered by its 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
from the ‘father’s house’ as center of (male, Israelite) power to an institution primarily concerned with the 
welfare of its diverse members. 
255 Korpel, ‘Virtual Jerusalem’. 
256 Korpel, ‘Virtual Jerusalem’. If this is the case, then apparently one of the tasks of the “Old Zion” is to make 
sure the “New Zion” meets and greets her husband Boaz/YHWH. Thus, despite their economically dependent 
situation, the ‘Naomis’ of the post-exilic community still have a role to play as bridgebuilders between YHWH 
and the “new Zion”. 
257 Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 334. 
258 Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 332. 
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insertion into new stereotypical scenarios. The unspoken assumption (would it go too far to speak of 
doxa?259) that dsx fits the schema of divinely inspired, typically Israelite attitudes and actions is 
undermined in several ways: first, YHWH is asked to emulate human dsx, not the other way around. 
Second, the ‘embodiment’ of dsx is found in an ethnic and religious non-Israelite.260 Third, though 
perhaps less radically subversive, is the observation that it is a woman who practices dsx – not an 
unheard-of phenomenon in the Hebrew Bible, but rare nonetheless.261  

 
Ultimately, it is the community of Bethlehem, the house of bread as a whole that embodies 

the ideal Israel – an Israel that is founded on the principle of ḥesed, able and willing to incorporate 
individuals as diverse as the widow Naomi, the stranger Ruth, and the wealthy landowner Boaz, all 
with the blessing of the elders and the women of the neighborhood. Intriguingly, several aspects of 
Israelite identity only become visible in their application to Ruth, the non-Israelite. It is through her 
crossing of the ethnic border, a process that constitutes a significant part of the plot,262 that the ‘stuff’ 
outside and inside the border is supplied with a name and a face. In the process, the concept of ‘us’ 
versus ‘them’ is partly deconstructed and partly filled with new meaning, as is the ‘stuff’ itself. 

                                                             
259 Bourdieu, Outline, 159-171. 
260 There are other instances of non-Israelites showing ḥesed towards Israelites (e.g., Est 2:9, 17; Dan 1:9). 
However, the context in both cases suggests a more general understanding of the term (favor, benevolence) 
rather than the far-reaching solidarity it connotes in the book of Ruth and other texts of the Hebrew Bible. 
261 One example is Gen 20:13, where Abraham urges Sarah to conceal their marriage from Pharao. 
262 Another important plot element – in fact, the main problem that must be solved in the course of the 
narrative - is Naomi’s destitution and eventual redemption. However, this redemption largely depends on 
Ruth’s integration into Israel – it is only through the embodiment of Israelite qualities and as the universally 
accepted wife of an Israelite man that Ruth can resolve Naomi’s plight. 
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7. Esther 
 

Ich denke, was ich will und was mich beglücket, 

doch alles in der Still und wie es sich schicket. 

Mein Wunsch und Begehren kann niemand verwehren, 

es bleibet dabei: Die Gedanken sind frei!1 

 
7.1 Esther in Previous Scholarship 

The book of Esther is as famous as it is infamous, as fairytale-like as it is appalling, as 
liberating as it is stifling. It has received very mixed reviews, both from Christian and Jewish believers 
and from critical, particularly feminist readers. The lack of any explicit references to the God of Israel 
(or any god, for that matter) has made its position in the Hebrew Bible a highly contested one, for 
Christians even more so than for Jews.2 Although it seems to have been accepted as part of the canon 
since at least the second half of the first century CE3, the more overtly religious Greek versions of the 
narrative attest to the fact that the book was found lacking and in need of amendment from the very 
beginning. Besides, the unbridled violence that dominates the last chapters of the book invites raised 
eyebrows, to say the least. Nevertheless, Esther – both the book and the character – is an all-time 
favorite in rabbinic, popular, and scholarly reception. There is something irresistible about this 
beautiful orphan girl in exile, who charms all who behold her and finally rises to the challenge of 
confronting her fickle royal husband when her people are threatened by grotesquely evil Haman. The 
artful composition of the narrative, which abounds in dualisms, subtle intertextuality, irony, and all 
the sumptuous details of a tale from Thousand-And-One Nights, ensures an enjoyable read, and 
makes it a rewarding object for biblical and literary scholarship. It would lead too far here to describe 
the narrative’s general history of reception – for a summary of the different scholarly positions, I 
refer the interested reader to one of the many commentaries on the book. I limit myself to more or 
less recent readings that focus on one of the three main topics of my analysis: ethnicity, religion, and 
gender. 

                                                             
1 Part of a German folk song first put into print around 1780. The version quoted above is from Hoffmann von 
Fallersleben & Ernst Richter, Schlesische Volkslieder mit Melodien, Breitkopf und Härtel, Leipzig 1842, 307. 
2 For an overview of the discussion regarding Esther’s canonicity from Antiquity until the present day, see 
Carey A. Moore, Esther (Anchor Bible Commentary), Doubleday, Garden City 1971, Gillis Gerleman, Esther 
(BKAT), Neukirchener Verlag, Neukirchen-Vluyn 1973, and Berlin, Esther, xliii-xlxlv. Berlin especially reflects 
on the ambivalent rabbinic expression, found in B. Megillah 7a, that Esther ‘defiles the hands’. Berlin herself, 
pointing to the many rabbinic regulations concerning Purim, concludes that the book of Esther was 
considered canonical as early as the second century BCE. For the differences in Jewish and Christian reception, 
see Larkin, Ruth and Esther, 62. Larkin suggests that the emphasis on ethnic ‘Jewishness’ found in Esther is a 
redeeming virtue of the book for Jewish audiences, while alienating Christian readers even more. Martin 
Luther’s famous verdict that he would prefer a bible without the book of Esther, since ‘das Buch judenzet zu 
sehr’, poignantly summarizes the reception in many Christian circles. 
3 Moore, Esther, xxii. Moore points out that Esther is included in the oldest list of the Jewish canon, Baraitha in 
Baba Bathra 14b-15a, stemming from the second century CE. He also mentions Josephus, who does not 
supply a list of canonical books, but paraphrases Esther in his Jewish Antiquities XI.   
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less recent readings that focus on one of the three main topics of my analysis: ethnicity, religion, and 
gender. 

                                                             
1 Part of a German folk song first put into print around 1780. The version quoted above is from Hoffmann von 
Fallersleben & Ernst Richter, Schlesische Volkslieder mit Melodien, Breitkopf und Härtel, Leipzig 1842, 307. 
2 For an overview of the discussion regarding Esther’s canonicity from Antiquity until the present day, see 
Carey A. Moore, Esther (Anchor Bible Commentary), Doubleday, Garden City 1971, Gillis Gerleman, Esther 
(BKAT), Neukirchener Verlag, Neukirchen-Vluyn 1973, and Berlin, Esther, xliii-xlxlv. Berlin especially reflects 
on the ambivalent rabbinic expression, found in B. Megillah 7a, that Esther ‘defiles the hands’. Berlin herself, 
pointing to the many rabbinic regulations concerning Purim, concludes that the book of Esther was 
considered canonical as early as the second century BCE. For the differences in Jewish and Christian reception, 
see Larkin, Ruth and Esther, 62. Larkin suggests that the emphasis on ethnic ‘Jewishness’ found in Esther is a 
redeeming virtue of the book for Jewish audiences, while alienating Christian readers even more. Martin 
Luther’s famous verdict that he would prefer a bible without the book of Esther, since ‘das Buch judenzet zu 
sehr’, poignantly summarizes the reception in many Christian circles. 
3 Moore, Esther, xxii. Moore points out that Esther is included in the oldest list of the Jewish canon, Baraitha in 
Baba Bathra 14b-15a, stemming from the second century CE. He also mentions Josephus, who does not 
supply a list of canonical books, but paraphrases Esther in his Jewish Antiquities XI.   
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7.1.1 Religion 

In extant interpretations of the book of Esther, the consensus seems to be that ‘Jewishness’ in 
this narrative is ethnic rather than religious. Still, evaluations of the religious content of this book 
abound, and not all of them share the negative notion that the book of Esther is a completely 
unreligious text. Generally speaking, one can distinguish between three positions: a minimalist one, 
which denies any (traditionally) religious connotations in the book; a moderate one, which discovers 
subtle hints of faith in a limited number of textual details, and a maximalist one, which reads the 
entire book as a testimony to Jewish religiosity in the (Eastern) Diaspora. 

Minimalist readings base themselves on the lack of explicit references to God/YHWH and of 
generally anything that could pass as ‘Jewish’ religious customs (Sabbath, food regulations, religious 
holidays, etc.). This lack has prompted some scholars to conclude that religion in the book of Esther 
is virtually non-existent. Korpel poignantly posits: “If the book had not been accepted into the bible 
and had existed as a self-contained text, the unbiased reader would hardly have seen any religious 
connotations in the book.”4 If God is present in the text at all, Korpel concludes, it is not because of 
the protagonists’ faith in him but in spite of their apparent deficiency on this count. In other words, 
although the author of the book may have been a Jew in the religious sense of the word, the characters 
in the narrative are not. It is precisely their similarity to a heathen like Haman that is severely 
criticized throughout the text – the ‘Jews’ in the narrative are at least as cruel as their enemies, they 
do not know the first thing about the traditional Jewish holidays and customs, and they rely on 
human cunning and beauty rather than on divine intervention. 5  Gerleman reaches a similar 
conclusion, but evaluates his findings much more positively.6 He suggests that the book of Esther 
must be read as a critical reframing of the Exodus, an appropriation of the old material that 
emancipates itself from its Vorlage on important points, not least on the issue of religion: “Der 
Esthererzähler weiß nichts von einer göttlichen Lenkung oder vom göttlichen Eingreifen,” and “Was 
wir finden, ist eine Rationalisierung der alten Führungsgeschichte.”7 According to Gerleman, then, 
the use of older, overtly religious material does not automatically entail a religious content for Esther. 
It is precisely the religion propagated in the traditional texts that the book of Esther turns away from. 
God no longer speaks, guides his people, and acts in history. He is replaced by the protagonists – Jews 
who live in a Diaspora they have accepted as their physical and spiritual home, and who are fully 
capable of taking care of themselves, even in a situation at least as threatening as the Egyptian 
bondage.  

                                                             
4 Marjo Korpel, ‘De Ester Code,’ in Bob Becking & Annette Merz (eds), Verhaal als identiteitscode. Opstellen 
aangeboden aan Geert van Oyen bij zijn afscheid van de Universiteit Utrecht. Universiteit Utrecht, Utrecht 
2008, 190. 
5 Korpel, ‘De Ester Code,’ 204-205. 
6 Gerleman, Esther, 13. Gerleman asserts: “Die Geschichte von Esther und Purim ist von Anfang an als ein 
Gegenstück zur Erzählung von Exodus und Passah angelegt und gestaltet worden.” He sees significant 
parallels in the divison of the tales’ main character into two protagonists (Moses / Aaron and Esther / 
Mordecai), the way these protagonists hesitate before finally acting on behalf of their people, the repeatedly 
deferred request to the king/Pharaoh, and finally the place (מקום) where salvation originates in Est 4:14 and Ex 
3:5.  
7 Gerleman, Esther, 28, 29. 
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Compelling though these arguments may be, Korpel herself mentions one of the reasons why 
the minimalist position has relatively few adherents: the book of Esther is part of the biblical canon. 
And although this fact alone does not automatically supply the book with a traditional religious 
coating – Fox pointedly remarks that “the author [could] not have known that there would be a 
Bible”8 - it does imply that early readers perceived it as a text that could stand alongside the Torah 
and the Prophets despite its lack of overt religiosity, much like, e.g., Qohelet and parts of Proverbs. 
This is one important reason why most scholars look for a religious layer in a text that seems 
thoroughly worldly at first sight. These moderate readers agree with the minimalists that the ‘Jews’ in 
Esther have come a long way since Moses and David. However, they see hints of ‘Jewish’ beliefs and 
customs in two instances of the narrative: the much-debated ‘other place’ from which help will come 
if Esther refuses to step up (Esther 4:14), and the (ritual) fast Esther and all the ‘Jews’ of Susa observe 
before Esther makes her plea to the king. Sometimes, Mordecai’s mourning in sackcloth and ashes is 
perceived as an expression of religious identity as well. More generally, the plot, moved along by 
means of various unlikely coincidences, can be regarded as hint that an invisible, benevolent force is 
pulling the strings.9 Evaluations of these details range from ascribing a more or less traditional faith 
in YHWH to Mordecai, Esther, and the author10 to the more sober conclusion that they must have 
believed in some kind of benevolent but impersonal providence.11  Often, the indeterminacy of the 
text is emphasized, as well as the choice it implies for the reader. Fox, for example, states: “The author 
is not quite certain about God’s role in these events (are you?) and does not conceal that 
uncertainty.”12 

                                                             
8 Michael J. Fox, Character and Ideology in the Book of Esther, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids 2001, 238. 
9 E.g., Jon Douglas Levenson, Esther: A Commentary (The Old Testament Library), Westminster/John Knox, 
Louisville 1997, 21; Bush, Ruth, Esther, 323-326. Levenson in fact evaluates the ‘theology’ of Esther as “a 
profounder and more realistic stance of faith than that of most of biblical tradition” (p. 21). 
10 Examples for this maximalist reading can be found in Ernst Haag, ‘Das Estherbuch und die Tradition von 
Jahwes Krieg gegen Amalek,’ Trierer Theologische Zeitschrift 112 (2003): 19-41; Harald Martin Wahl, ‘”Jahwe, 
wo bist du?” Gott, Glaube und Gemeinde in Esther,’ JSJ 31 (2000): 1-22 and, to some extent, Bush, Ruth, 
Esther. Haag attempts to trace different stages in the literary development of the book of Esther, and claims 
concerning the first stage of this development: “Das Ziel der Grundschicht besteht demnach in dem Aufweis 
eines Glaubensparadigmas für das Diasporajudentum mit der Botschaft, dass angesichts der im heidnischen 
Staat immer wieder auftretenden Judenfeindschaft alle Juden aufgerufen sind, ihre wie auch immer geartete 
Machtposition in der fremden Gesellschaft als eine von Gott gegebene Möglichkeit zu nützen und im Notfall 
durch ein unverbrüchliches Vertrauen auf die Rettermacht Gottes bei der auch in diesen Fällen wirksamen 
Führung seines Volkes mutig zu bezeugen” (Haag, ‘Jahwes Krieg,’ 28). Wahl, on the other hand, refutes 
readings that see little or no evidence of ‘Jewish’ religion in Esther by focusing on details in the text pointing to 
close parallels with traditional motifs from other parts of the Hebrew Bible. In short, he sketches a picture of 
Judaism in Esther that is not far removed from the rabbinic Judaism of later centuries. 
11 See e.g. Moore, Esther, xxxiii, and Sidnie White Crawford, ‘Esther: A Feminine Model for Jewish Diaspora,’ 
in Peggy L. Day (ed.), Gender and Difference in Ancient Israel. Fortress Press, Minneapolis 1988, 162. White 
concludes that God in Esther “appears to act through human beings, allowing them to take center stage and act 
as the instruments of their own salvation.” This conclusion, although based on a very different text, is similar 
to what many scholars read in the book of Ruth. 
12 Fox, Character and Ideology in the Book of Esther, 247. 
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Occasionally, scholars profess more certainty about the involvement of God than Fox’s 
implied author does. In these cases – which I would designate as a ‘maximalist’ reading – it is often 
attention for possible intertextuality with older texts in which the role of God and faith in him is 
much more explicit, that leads to a positive evaluation of the role of religion for Esther and Mordecai 
and in the book of Esther in general. Timothy Laniak, for example, suggests that “Esther is a 
reminder of the ancient order of priorities: Israel is a people first and then a place. God is available to 
them anywhere first, and then at a designated somewhere (cf. 1 Kgs 8:27).”13 Besides, Laniak claims 
that “[t]he innerbiblical echoes of ancient heroes would inevitably guide the ancient Jewish listener 
back to pivotal moments in Israel’s Heilsgeschichte through which YHWH was revealed.”14 Thus, 
Laniak assumes, implicitly placed alongside well-known heroes of faith such as Moses, Aaron, and 
Josef, Esther and Mordecai take over the object of their faith, YHWH, as well – at least in the mind of 
the ancient Jewish reader. Admittedly, Gerleman had made similar observations about the 
intertextual link between the book of Esther and the Exodus-narrative, but reached the opposite 
conclusion, i.e., that the book of Esther is an emancipation from and rationalization of the ancient 
material. It seems that the last word is not yet spoken in the matter.  

My own analysis of the religious content of the book of Esther takes up the concept of 
intertextuality and reflects critically on the conclusions that can be drawn from the author’s pervasive 
use of older texts. In addition, in view of the absence of distinct religious markers, I turn to the 
concept of ritualization - the setting apart of activities, places, individuals, objects etc. – in order to 
probe whether religious markers can be found in the book in something other than conventional 
‘Jewish’ practices. 

 
7.1.2 Ethnicity 

Implicitly or explicitly, most scholars dealing with the book of Esther address the issue of the 
various possible construals of (~)ydwhy. It can be either a religious or an ethnic term, or – most 
commonly in other texts of the Hebrew Bible - a combination of both notions. Interestingly, in 
analyses of the book of Esther, the composite understanding of (~)ydwhy (encompassing both religious 
and ethnic notions) does not have many followers. Instead, the statement that “Esther seems to be 
Jewish in a sense more ethnic than religious”15 sums up the most universally accepted position. 
Larkin uses even stronger words. Observing that neither God nor any religious observance is 
mentioned throughout the narrative, she concludes: “The result is to make Judaism appear ethnic 
and no more.”16 This emphasis on ethnicity, Larkin claims, has contributed to the narrative’s positive 

                                                             
13 Timothy S. Laniak, ‘Esther’s Volkcentrism and the Reframing of Post-Exilic Judaism,’ in Sidnie White 
Crawford & Leonard J. Greenspoon (eds), The Book of Esther in Modern Research. T&T Clark, London 2003, 
82. 
14 Laniak, ‘Volkcentrism,’ 89. Cf. Berlin, Esther, xxxvi: “The Book of Esther presents a tale of Persian Jewry, 
and by extension all exiled Jewry, as a continuation of the story of Israel, with the same type of enemies and 
heroes, and the same patterns of danger and deliverance.” 
15 Moore, Esther, xxii.  
16 Larkin, Ruth and Esther, 61. 
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reception in Jewish circles, while Christians continue to struggle with it.17 Beal summarizes the 
(conscious or subconscious) sentiment underlying such struggles: “The book of Esther is Jewish 
insofar as it is not like ‘us’, and within the Christian canon, Esther, in all its Jewishness, comes to 
represent the antithesis of Christian identity.”18  Confronted with this kind of interpretations, 
ethnicity ceases to be just another interesting concept through which the biblical text can be read.  

Conversely, writing from a Jewish perspective, Adele Berlin asserts that “Esther, like other 
Jewish Diaspora stories, strengthens the ethnic pride of Jews under foreign domination.”19 And she 
goes on to describe another, though related function of such stories: “They … provide answers to the 
critical questions of how a Jewish community in exile can see itself vis-à-vis the Israel of the Bible.”20 
Berlin thus offers a more positive approach, filling the often more or less empty term ‘ethnicity’ with 
a religious connotation. She asserts, as do I, that one of the central questions confronting the diaspora 
community (and I would add, also that part of the community that had not been deported, but whose 
world had been turned upside-down nonetheless) concerned their position “vis-à-vis the Israel of the 
Bible”. In the book of Esther, Berlin detects “a strong, though not always direct, effort … to stress 
Jewish identity and continuity with the biblical history of Israel.”21 She sees examples of this effort in 
the literary similarities between the book of Esther and the Book of Kings, but also in thematic 
allusions to earlier parts of the Hebrew Bible, such as the theme of the wise courtier found both in 
Esther and the Joseph cycle, and the continuing warfare between Israel and Agag/Amalek. Berlin’s 
approach to read Esther as an intertextual document par excellence is convincing on many counts, 
and will be emulated to some extent in my own analysis. However, like most writers on the subject, 
Berlin neglects to provide a definition of ethnic identity that goes beyond the literary links between 
Esther and other ‘Jewish’ texts. In fact, it is implied that these links must naturally be seen as basic to 
the ethnic identity constructed in Esther, without providing a reason why this should be so, and 
without reflecting on the precise correlation between religious and ethnic identity. 

 
The lack of a clear concept of ethnicity is symptomatic for most analyses of the book of 

Esther thematizing ‘Jewish’ identity. Ethnicity appears to be in everybody’s mouth when it comes to 
defining the meaning of (~)ydwhy in the book of Esther. However, how ‘ethnic identity’ can be 
conceptualized in general, and what this ‘ethnic Judaism’ consists of in particular, is seldom the 

                                                             
17 Timothy K. Beal provides an overview of such ‘struggles’ with the book of Esther from a Christian (mostly 
Protestant) perspective. Many of these readings not only emphasize the ‘Jewishness’ of the book, but equate 
this Jewishness with the ‘heathen naughtiness’ Luther had found in the text (Timothy Kandler Beal, The Book 
of Hiding: Gender, Ethnicity, Annihilation, and Esther, Routledge, London 1997, 5ff). For all its creativity, 
Davies’ recent reading of the narrative from the perspective of Haman veers disturbingly close to the 
demonization of the Jews in the narratives found in these interpretations (Philip R. Davies, ‘Haman the 
Victim,’ in Philip R. Davies (ed.), First Person. Essays in Biblical Autobiography. Sheffield Academic Press, 
London, New York 2001, 137-154).  
18 Beal, Hiding, 10-11. Beal also observes how, in language often reminiscent of the slogans of the Third Reich, 
the Jews in the book of Esther are identified as the ‘other’, lacking in morality and godliness and in need of a 
salvation that must, naturally, assume a Christian form. 
19 Berlin, Esther, xxxv. 
20 Berlin, Esther, xxxv. 
21 Berlin, Esther, xxxv. 
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The lack of a clear concept of ethnicity is symptomatic for most analyses of the book of 

Esther thematizing ‘Jewish’ identity. Ethnicity appears to be in everybody’s mouth when it comes to 
defining the meaning of (~)ydwhy in the book of Esther. However, how ‘ethnic identity’ can be 
conceptualized in general, and what this ‘ethnic Judaism’ consists of in particular, is seldom the 

                                                             
17 Timothy K. Beal provides an overview of such ‘struggles’ with the book of Esther from a Christian (mostly 
Protestant) perspective. Many of these readings not only emphasize the ‘Jewishness’ of the book, but equate 
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21 Berlin, Esther, xxxv. 
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object of discussion. A number of exegetes assume that the lack of religious allusions automatically 
makes the omnipresent (~)ydwhy an exclusively ethnic term.22 But whether this refers to genealogical, 
cultural, or other markers of identity often remains unclear. Besides, as several scholars point out, the 
‘Jewish’ identity presented in Esther is so weak that hiding it poses no problems. Sidnie White 
Crawford concludes that “[t]he result is an extremely limited definition of what it means to be a Jew, 
a definition peculiar to the Hebrew edition of Esther.”23  

One of the aims of my analysis is to provide a conceptual framework within which ethnic 
identity in the narrative can be fruitfully investigated. Ethnic markers such as common descent, 
shared historical memories, and even common culture are indeed appropriated in a rather peculiar 
way. Ultimately, however, ‘Jewish’ identity in Esther lives by the grace of ‘the other’ – Haman the 
Agagite.  

 

7.1.3 Gender 

Especially in the past couple of decades, the book of Esther has been read with attention to its 
feminist and emancipatory potential. Perhaps surprisingly in a book that is named for the female 
main protagonist, scholars working within these paradigms rarely receive Esther with undivided 
enthusiasm. Many of them lament the fact that while Esther, as a woman, manages to save her people, 
she hardly challenges conventional gender patterns: “Esther does not try to alter the patriarchal 
structure of her society; rather, she works from within the system to gain her ends,”24 and: “In short, 
she is an altogether appealing portrait of women’s wisdom for the men of a ruling patriarchate, but 
hardly an image meaningful or consoling to modern women.”25 In fact, as is often pointed out, 
Vashti, the one woman in the text who dares to openly contest male (albeit drunken male) authority 
is quickly discarded in favor of the more docile Esther.26  

Although their evaluation of the images of women found in the biblical texts often differs 
from those of traditional scholarship, feminist readings often tacitly take over the basic paradigm that 

                                                             
22 Examples following this line of reasoning are, e.g., Larkin, Ruth and Esther; Sidnie White Crawford, ‘Esther 
and Judith - Contrasts in Character,’ in Sidnie White Crawford & Leonard J. Greenspoon (eds), The Book of 
Esther in Modern Research. T&T Clark, London, New York 2003, 61-76 and to some extent, Berlin, Esther. 
23 Crawford, ‘Contrasts,’ 68. 
24 Crawford, ‘Contrasts,’ 71. 
25 Susan Niditch, ‘Esther: Folklore, Wisdom, Feminism and Authority,’ in Athalya Brenner (ed.), A Feminist 
Companion to Esther, Judith and Susanna. Sheffield Academic Press, Sheffield 1997, 39. Similarly, Esther 
Fuchs concludes: “The stories of Ruth and Esther are not only stories told by a man’s world, but also for a 
man’s world. These are not stories of women but stories of female role models determined and fostered by the 
strongly developed patriarchal ideology so characteristic of the society in which they lived.” (Esther Fuchs, 
‘Status and Role of Female Heroines in the Biblical Narrative,’ Mankind Quarterly 23 (1982): 160). 
26 This ambivalent reception of the book of Esther in feminist readings has everything to do with what Beal has 
dubbed a reading of the bible as “moral literature”, or the “images of women approach” – a reading that treats 
the text as a source of role models and moral imperatives (Beal, Hiding, 40ff). Such a reading, Beal asserts, 
turns biblical texts into a “powerful tool for social ordering” (p. 40). In the case of Esther, this has often 
resulted in “normative representations of women as objectively beautiful, passive, obedient, self-sacrificing, 
and loyal – in contrast, of course, to Vashti” (p. 42). 
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gender identity is not only bipolar – male and female – but also fixed. It is one of the great merits of 
Beal’s study of the book of Esther that he is willing to think beyond this ‘fixation’, and instead focuses 
on the problematization and deconstruction of gender as a stable niche of identity. Significantly, he 
connects the concept of gender identity to that of ethnic identity. Taking his clue from the 
observation that both women and Jews are often perceived as ‘the other’, Beal argues that the book of 
Esther “highlights the impossibilities of locating and fixing the not-self, or other (specifically the 
woman as other and the Jew as other) over against ‘us’.”27 In other words, according to Beal, the book 
of Esther itself invites a reading that “expose[s], even dynamite[s] (to make dynamic, and to explode) 
the foundations and limits of gender-identity politics.”28 Basing himself on the work of (among 
others) Judith Butler, Luce Irigaray and Hélène Cixous, Beal explores the possibility of subversive 
allegiances between ‘the other woman’ and ‘the other Jew’. He thus anticipates one of the main 
points of the present analysis, namely that gender and ethnic (and, I would add, religious) identity 
cannot be separated: “In Esther, … sexual politics is ethnic politics is national politics.”29 

Beal’s Book of Hiding is the most recent, and probably the most radically deconstructive 
approach to gender and ethnicity in the book of Esther. There are, however, other readings that also 
focus on the correlation between gender and ethnic identity; more specifically, on the way in which 
Esther as a woman symbolizes the situation of the Jews in Exile. Sidnie White Crawford proposal to 
read Esther as a role model for Jews finding themselves in exile or Diaspora can be read along these 
lines,30 as can Lillian Klein and Timothy Laniak’s analyses of patterns of honor and shame in the 
narrative.31 Summarized very broadly, their argument runs as follows: A people in exile find 
themselves in the inferior, ‘female’ position.32 They are no longer in charge of their own identity, but 
are defined by the all-powerful (albeit human) ‘other’. They have no access to ‘male’ means of 
gaining power – warfare, politics, rhetorics and the like – but, like Esther, must rely on ‘female’ 
tactics such as adaptation, flattery and seduction in order to get their way.33 Although such readings 
affirm the division between the genders and seem to reserve a higher regard for the ‘honorable’ male 
position, there are subversive elements to them as well. By presenting the female role as 
recommended lifestyle choice for all exiles, women and men, White turns the conventional value 
pattern upside down. The inflexible and backwards-oriented Mordecais of this world, she asserts, do 
not get far, and may actually prove a dangerous liability for their own people. Esther, on the other 
hand, teaches the reader not only how to survive, but on top of that, how to “gain favor”, and “place 

                                                             
27 Beal, Hiding, ix. 
28 Beal, Hiding, 48. 
29 Beal, Hiding, 13 (my italics). 
30 Crawford, ‘Feminine Model’. 
31 Lillian R. Klein, ‘Honor and Shame in Esther,’ in Athalya Brenner (ed.), A Feminist Companion to Esther, 
Judith and Susanna. T&T Clark, London 1997, 149-175; Laniak, ‘Volkcentrism’. 
32 Klein, ‘Honor,’ 149. 
33 Whether such tactics are in fact ‘typically female’ according to the biblical witness, remains to be seen. 
Nicholas, for example, argues that tricksterism is a dominant theme in exilic and post-exilic Israelite self-
perception (Dean Andrew Nicholas, The Trickster Revisited: Deception as a Motif in the Pentateuch (Studies in 
Biblical Literature 117), Peter Lang, New York 2009). 
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herself in the best possible position.”34 In a slightly different way, readings focusing on honor and 
shame also interpret the book of Esther as a reversal of generally accepted conventions. As Klein puts 
it, “[t]hese male and female ‘roles’ – representing, respectively, honor and shame – not only 
permeate the text of Esther but are also used pointedly, to ‘shame’ the culture in which the Israelites 
are exiled and, by comparison, to ‘honor’ the Israelites.”35 In other words, the fortune of the ‘Jews’, 
especially Mordecai, is reversed in the course of the narrative, and they gain a standing of honor after 
all, to the detriment of their shamed foes. Despite the subversive potential of this approach, it 
confirms conventional gender patterns – men are perceived as autonomous, in a position of honor 
etc., while women occupy the dependent, shameful position of ‘the other’ – and suggests that the 
male position is the ultimate goal to be achieved. 

 
Concepts of gender, ethnicity, and religion are ubiquitous in recent research on the book of 

Esther. However, many studies focus on one of these concepts more or less exclusively; the 
convergences between them are rarely thematized. Beal’s Book of Hiding is one of the few exceptions 
from this rule. The restricted focus on one element of identity is the background of analyses that 
conclude, for example, that Jewishness in the book of Esther is ethnic rather than religious, instead of 
investigating the correlation between ethnicity and religion in general, and in the book of Esther in 
particular. Besides, in many cases, the concepts are simply presupposed without being properly 
defined. These two weaknesses of existent readings of Esther form the starting point for my analysis. 

Concerning religious identity, I focus on instances of ritualization in the text. Thus, my 
interest is not so much in utterances or actions that can be unequivocally identified as religious or 
even ‘Jewish’, but on processes that set something (an object, an action, an utterance) or someone 
(Esther, the virgins, the Jews) apart from its context. As discussed above, this ‘setting apart’ is an act 
of signification that is not necessarily religious in a conventional way, but nevertheless touches upon 
processes that could be called religious, since through these processes, we determine our place in the 
world surrounding us.  

In order to discover the ethnic aspects of Jewishness in Esther, the framework developed by 
Hutchinson and Smith offers a first matrix for interpretation. In addition, especially regarding the 
relationship between Haman and Mordecai/the Jewish community, the concept of othering plays a 
pivotal role – after all, without the archenemy Haman, Jewish identity would have been virtually non-
existent in the book of Esther. 

For both religious and ethnic identity, the importance of intertextual links between the book 
of Esther and other parts of the Hebrew Bible cannot be overestimated. I suggest that especially in 
combination with apparent gaps in the text, such links serve to create a readership of ‘insiders’ who 
are able to supply the missing links. Time and again, the ‘historical’ events recounted in the book of 
Esther are subtly intermingled with instances from Israel’s/Judah’s more remote past – so subtly 
indeed that the reader has to make a conscious effort in order to detect this process at all. Through 
details as diverse as vocabulary, personal names, literary style, setting, and, last but not least, plot, an 
entire world is created behind the text – a world which not only steers the reader to fill textual gaps in 

                                                             
34 Klein, ‘Honor,’ 167. Alluring though this interpretation may be, it ignores the fact that eventually, Mordecai 
emerges as the one who ‘walks in greatness’ (Esther 9:4), and is ‘second to king Ahasuerus and great among 
the Jews’ (10:3), while Esther silently fades out of the narrative. 
35 Klein, ‘Honor,’ 149. 
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a specific direction, but which is actually quite essential for the logic and plausibility of the plot. 
Indeed, the narrative about Esther makes little or no sense without reference to these instances - or 
intertexts - from Israel’s/Judah’s past. Beal aptly describes this literary background as “insider 
details”, and indeed, only a reader familiar with the great biblical narratives – someone ‘on the inside’ 
would be able to follow the narrator’s lead.36 The majority of these links stem from the Pentateuch 
and the Deuteronomistic history; however, other literary traditions such as wisdom and prophetic 
literature have left their mark on the narrative as well. Several scholars have put forward theories on 
the nature and function of the intertexts informing the book of Esther. Among these, the account of 
Saul’s failed mission against the Amalekites in 1 Samuel 15 and the Joseph cycle in Genesis 37ff figure 
most prominently.37 Others have read Esther as a second Exodus story38 or a narrative reframing of 
Israel’s wisdom literature.39 The instances of implicit or explicit intertextuality in the book are as 
numerous as they are diverse, without any definite clues as to which of them should be considered 
leading for the interpretation. In Grossman’s words, “the frequent single references to other biblical 
books” is one of the elements “that set its writing style apart from all other biblical books.”40 In line 
with Grossman’s observation, I argue that the narrative is incomprehensible without knowledge of 
and, to some extent, consent with many other texts – texts that are often more traditionally ‘Jewish’ 
than the book of Esther itself. On the other hand, the narrative often offers an alternative 
interpretation of the older texts, one that results in the creation of a Diaspora identity that is 
ultimately presented as superior to traditional Judaism. 
 

7.2 Religious Identity in Esther 

The short summary of interpretations of the book of Esther has shown that the religiosity of 
both the book and the character are hotly contested. A conventional approach, looking for 
observances of the Mosaic Law or for references to the God of Israel, does not yield many results. 
Nothing in the book of Esther can unequivocally be interpreted as ‘Ancient Israelite’ or ‘early Jewish’ 
religion. And readers hoping to find something that corresponds to Hargrove’s elaborate definition 
of religion41 will certainly be disappointed. There is no overarching system of religious beliefs and 
practices in the book of Esther, no unified concept of holiness, no clear-cut moral requirements. If 
religion is present at all, it is fragmented, half-hidden, and has a highly ad hoc character. This does 
not imply, however, that the book is entirely a-religious. Reading the text in terms of an approach to 
religion based on individual acts of ritualization instead of pre-defined myths and rituals, it turns out 
that ‘religion’ – or something very similar to it – can be found in unexpected places. Not only in the 
makȏm achȇr Mordecai alludes to in 4:14, but, for instance, in the beauty treatments of the young 
virgins, and the abundance of feasting and fasting one encounters throughout the book. Additionally, 
of course, there is the genocide in chapter 9, a horrific event with almost ritual dimensions. And last 

                                                             
36 Beal, Hiding, 34. 
37 See, e.g., Niditch, ‘Esther,’ 26-27 for a concise overview of scholars who, for reasons of literary style and/or 
shared themes, presuppose intertextual links between the two texts.  
38 Gerleman, Esther. 
39 Laniak, ‘Volkcentrism’. 
40 Grossman, Esther, 218. 
41 See Hargrove, Religion, 29-30, and above, section 3.1. 
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but not least, there is a newly invented holiday/holy day intended to commemorate this large-scale 
revenge and to unify the Jewish community in Exile. In the background of many of these acts of 
ritualization, allusions to the ‘myths’ important to the author become visible - links with the Torah 
and parts of the Deuteronomistic history abound, and cannot be ignored in an analysis of the 
religious content of the book. However, since they often become visible only as instances of 
‘ritualized’ language, I start my analysis with the aspect of ‘ritual’, and summarize the implications 
for ‘myth’ thereafter. 
 

7.2.1 Ritualizing Reality42 

In what follows, I approach the ‘ritual’ in Esther from two perspectives. First, I look at the 
practices described throughout the narrative, and ask whether any – or several – of them can be 
construed as acts of ritualization. Second, I scrutinize the text for literary acts of ritualization. In other 
words, I analyze whether the specific language employed in the book (notably the many parallels on 
word level with other biblical texts) and the context within which certain words or phrases are placed 
serve to create a dimension of holiness. Without wanting to claim that allusions to other, more 
explicitly religious texts automatically imply the same religiosity for the book of Esther, I maintain 
that the discourses within which a text places itself are significant for its meaning. 

 
7.2.1.1 From Virgin to Concubine – A ‘Rite-de-Passage’? 
Above, introducing the concept of religion and specifically rituals, I emphasized that rituals 

do not just express beliefs but can actually create a specific type of person. This function – the 
‘creation’ of persons that participate in and implicitly subscribe to the worldview of a community - is 
especially pertinent in rites of passage.  

 
Excursus: Rites of Passage 

More than a century ago, basing himself on the observation of rituals from diverse 
cultures and at diverse moments in a person’s life (birth, puberty, marriage, etc.), Arnold 
van Gennep concluded that there is a special category of rituals – rites-de-passage - that 
always consist of the three stages he describes as separation (preliminal state), transition 
(liminal state), and incorporation (postliminal state).43 In other words, the individual 
undergoing44 a ritual is separated (often physically) from his or her previous self, passes 
through a period of transition or liminality in which the old status is dissolved, but not 
yet replaced by the new, and finally emerges as a new individual that has incorporated 
and embodies a different position in the (social and/or religious) hierarchy. 
Victor Turner, in The Ritual Process, takes up and elaborates this theory. He emphasizes 
that during a rite-de-passage, an individual or group is disconnected “either from an 
earlier fixed point in the social structure, from a set of cultural conditions (a ‘state’), or 

                                                             
42 A reworked version of this section has appeared as Anne-Mareike Wetter, ‘In Unexptected Places: Ritual 
and Religious Belonging in the Book of Esther,’ JSOT 36/3 (2010): 321-332. 
43 Arnold van Gennep, The Rites of Passage, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London 1960. 
44 For rituals in general, ‘perform’ has proven to be the most fruitful term. However, in the case of ‘rites of 
passage’, often associated with physical discomfort or even pain, ‘undergo’ is probably a better description. 
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from both.”45 The following, liminal state is ambiguous: the former social ties have been 
dissolved, but not yet replaced by anything new. Finally, in the last stage, “the ritual 
subject, individual or corporate, is in a relatively stable state once more and, by virtue of 
this, has rights and obligations vis-à-vis others of a clearly defined and ‘structural’ 
type.”46 

 
In what follows, I analyze the treatment of the virgins prior to their night with the king as a 

rite-de-passage, designed to cut off all prior social ties and prepare the girls for their life in the royal 
harem. It is worthwhile to reproduce the three verses devoted to this transition from girlhood to 
concubinage (Esther 2:12-14) in their entirety: 

 
$lmh-la hwbl hr[nw hr[n rt [yghbw 

vwrwvxa 

vdx rf[ ~ynv ~yvnh tdk hl twyh #qm 

 

 

!hyqwrm ymy walmy !k yk 

 

rmh !mvb ~yvdx hvv 

~ymfbb ~yvdx hvvw 

` ~yvnh yqwrmtbw 

 

hzbw 

$lmh-la hab hr[nh 

hm[ hwbl hl !tny rmat rva-lk ta 

 

` $lmh tyb-d[ ~yvnh tybm 

 

 

tyb-la hbv ayh rqbbw hab ayh br[b 

ynv ~yvnh 

 

~yvglyph rmv $lmh syrs zgv[v dy-la 

 

 

$lmh-la dw[ awbt-al 

` ~vb harqnw $lmh hb #px-~a yk 

 And when the turn came for every girl 
to go to King Ahasuerus, 
After the end of her being treated 
according to the law of women for 
twelve months -  
For thus were the days of their 
cosmetics fulfilled: 
Six months in oil of myrrh 
And six months in spices 
And in cosmetics of women – 
 
And with this, 
The girl went to the king, 
With all that she had said should be 
given to her to come with her 
From the women’s quarters to the 
house of king. 
 
In the evening she went, and in the 
morning she returned to a second 
women’s quarter 
Into the hand of Shaashgaz, a eunuch 
of the king who kept watch over the 
concubines. 
She would not go to the king again, 
Unless the king delighted in her and 
she was called by name. 

 

                                                             
45 Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (Symbol, Myth, and Ritual Series), Cornell 
University Press, Ithaca 1969, 94. 
46 Turner, Ritual Process, 95. 
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Timothy Beal observes a religious, or quasi-religious, tenor in the text: “Indeed, the fact that 
the king will ‘call by name’ the one he ‘delights in,’ along with the ritualized, almost sacrificial sense 
of the procedure, gives Ahasuerus an almost deified character.”47 Beal also points out the many 
thresholds the young women have to cross48 - a first hint that the treatment can be construed as a rite 
of passage. Narrative time and narrated time differ vastly in this pericope. In only a few lines, inserted 
as an unessential detail, an entire year has passed. On the surface, not much happens during this year: 
the virgins selected to participate in the royal beauty pageant are immersed in the luxurious life of the 
harem and apparently have no other occupation than to be soaked in all kinds of cosmetics. 
Considering that Persian queens seem to have enjoyed considerable economic independence and in 
some cases, even political power,49 one would expect a future queen to be educated in more subjects 
than just ‘looking good’. However, no mention is made of lessons in conduct, politics, religion, or 
anything else. The treatments apply only to the girls’ exterior. Judith Butler comes to mind, with her 
assertion that “[g]ender is the repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly 
rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance.”50 

 

                                                             
47 Beal, Hiding, 37.  
48 The notion that Ahasuerus is portrayed here as a deity is fascinating, certainly if one compares the 
formulation of verse 14 with passages such as Is 43:1, where YHWH says to Israel: “Fear not, for I have 
redeemed you. I have called you by your name ($mvb ytarq), you are mine” (see also Is 45:3). One gets the 
impression of a parody – instead of the almighty God calling for his chosen people, the reader encounters a 
relatively impotent king calling for the woman who had aroused him the most. 
49 Maria Brosius has conducted an extensive study of the position of women (both royal and ‘common’) in the 
Persian Empire, and concludes: “The tasks and responsibilities of the king’s wife were similar to those of the 
king’s mother. Together with the heir to the throne they formed the core of the royal court. The king’s wife 
would have had access to the king, similar perhaps to that of the king’s mother. Most remarkable was her 
economic wealth, which by all accounts was considerable in size and geographical extent. She clearly 
controlled her own estates as well as villages and towns across the empire. [...] Royal women regularly 
interacted with male members of the family in the exchange of goods, joint appearances on travels, and other 
economic activities. It is clear, therefore, that there is no truth in suggestions that women lived in seclusion 
and were confined to the palace” (Maria Brosius, Women in Ancient Persia, 559-331 BC, Clarendon Press, 
Oxford 1996, 188). With Brosius’ image of an economically and politically engaged queen in mind, it is all the 
more surprising that in Esther 2:12-14, all attention is directed towards the girls’ appearance. Brosius’ account, 
which does not include an analysis of the harem, is amended in this regard by Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones (Lloyd 
Llewelyn-Jones, King and Court in Ancient Persia 559 to 33 BCE (Debates and Documents in Ancient History), 
Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh 2013). She corroborates Brosius’ statements about the influential 
position of royal women to some extent, but adds a few caveats: there does not appear to have been one 
permanent ‘chief wife’ (p. 113), and women of the court, although often wealthy and influential, did live in 
seclusion from the world: “For the women of the royal family, prestige and access to power lay in their 
separation from the public gaze and in their intimate proximity to the king, whether as his mother, wife, 
daughter, sister, concubine, mistress, or even slave. But restricted visibility does not mean lack of freedom” (p. 
113). Like others before her, Llewllyn-Jones radically deconstructs the image of the harem as a strictly secluded 
female sphere where women spent their lives soaking in cosmetics and waiting on and for the king. 
50 Butler, Gender Trouble, 45.  
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There is certainly much ‘stylization of the body’ in this short passage, and this stylization also 
certainly takes place within a ‘highly regulatory frame’. But while Butler’s conclusion that this results 
only in ‘the appearance of substance’ (my italics) seems to imply that no ‘real’ change is affected here, 
I suggest that the opposite is true. Instead of just affecting the appearance of the girls, I would claim 
that the transformation on the inside is much more radical than what myrrh and spices can achieve 
on the outside. The girls are cut off from their previous social setting (2:8). They are placed within a 
group of peers, separated from the rest of society, placed under the guardianship of a stranger (2:8), 
and subjected to a constant and prolonged series of treatments (2:12). Finally they emerge holding a 
new status – royal concubine – underscored by their transition, via the royal bedchamber, to a 
different part of the women’s quarters (2:14). The three phases (separation, in-between-stage of 
preparation, and new status) sound very much like Arnold van Gennep’s theory on rites-de-passage.51 
Turner’s depiction of individuals undergoing such a rite-de-passage is also revealing. According to his 
observations, the initiands are often stripped of anything that might serve to create a difference 
between them and their fellow initiands. The behavior expected of them is passivity and obedience. 
“It is as though they are being reduced or ground down to a uniform condition to be fashioned anew 
and endowed with additional powers to enable them to cope with their new station in life.”52 

I would argue that something similar is the case in Esther 2, and that the whole cosmetic 
extravaganza just constitutes the trimmings of a process that goes much deeper – so much deeper, in 
fact, that it creates new persons. The girls are participants in a ritual that involves ‘only’ their bodies 
but ultimately changes their identity. Both on the level of content (an extended period of time, 
minutely prescribed treatments, the impression that the girls are part of a ‘mass product’, highly 
regulated proceedings regarding the encounter with the king, and finally the irreversible move into 
the harem) and on the level of language (complex sentence structure, repetition of verbs of 
movement from one place to another), everything points in the direction of a ritualistic 
understanding of what is happening to the girls. 

 
If this is true, if the girls are indeed subjected to a rite-de-passage and thus a profound change 

in identity, how does this new identity differ from the old one? Does the change only affect the girls’ 
gender, turning them from pre-sexual adolescents into women fit for marriage or concubinage? Or 
does it also cancel out their ethnic and religious roots, precisely by over-emphasizing the gender 
aspect to the exclusion of everything else? And if this is the case, what light does this shed on Esther’s 
identity as a ‘Jewess’, and on Jewish identity in the narrative in general? 

Below, I will argue that Esther comes across as a mirror – instead of displaying her own 
identity, she reflects whatever expectations are cast at her. The ritual transformation from ‘Jewish 
orphan girl’ to ‘royal concubine’ and finally ‘Persian queen’ reinforces this observation. If Esther has 
ever been as Jewish as Mordecai, the rite-de-passage she undergoes at court has made sure that this is 
no longer the case. There is one small reminder of her ties to Mordecai (who may well be read as the 
personification of Jewishness in the book of Esther, see below) in verse 20, where we read that Esther 
“did the command of Mordecai, just like when she was in his care”. However, the message here is 

                                                             
51 Van Gennep, Rites, 10f. 
52 Turner, Ritual Process, 95. 
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51 Van Gennep, Rites, 10f. 
52 Turner, Ritual Process, 95. 
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ambiguous: it is precisely by not “telling of her descent and her people” that Esther is true to 
Mordecai’s command.53  

  
7.2.2.2 Fasting and Feasting 
Apart from the ritual preparation of her night with Ahasuerus, Esther does not undergo or 

perform any rituals (no Jewish holidays, no prayer, etc.), except for the fast that she herself, and, at 
her request, the entire Jewish community of Susa engage in (4:16). The text thus paints an image of 
Esther as thoroughly cut off from her Jewish background. It is only towards the end of chapter 4, in 
the indirect conversation between Esther and Mordecai (with the fact that their words have to be 
transmitted by a eunuch emphasizing their separation yet again) that Esther begins to remember her 
‘roots’. The fast she engages in along with the Jewish community of Susa has a special part to play in 
this development. 

 
In Esther 4:16, Esther has the following message for Mordecai: 
 

!vwvb ~yacmnh ~ydwhyh-lq-ta swnk $l 

 

tvlv wtvt-law wlkat-law yl[ wmcw 

y~ww hlyl ~ymy 

 

!k ~wca ytr[nw yna-~g  

tdk-al rva $lmh-la awba !kbw 

 

ytdba ytdba rvakw 

 Go, gather all the Jews who can be 
found in Susa  
and fast on my behalf, and do not eat 
and do not drink for three days, night 
and day.  
Me too and my maidens will fast thus. 
And so will I go to the king, although 
it is against the law.  
And if I perish, I perish. 

 
Many readers have remarked and even lamented the lack of a prayer accompanying this fast 

– the extensive supplications put in the mouth of Mordecai and Esther in the LXX bear witness to the 
fact that even the earliest readers of the book felt the silence on this point as a lack. In the rest of the 
Hebrew Bible, fasting is a typical ritual of crisis54, and always explicitly linked to either mourning 
(1Sam 31:13; 2Sam 1:12), or prayer (1Sam 7:6; 2Sam 12:16ff), or repentance (Judges 20:26; Joel 2:12). 
With this biblical perspective in mind, Esther’s fast – unaccompanied by either prayer or repentance 
- must be experienced as somewhat of a ‘failed ritual’. Although obviously spurred by a crisis, it is not 
in line with what is usually expected of a fast, and therefore potentially ineffective, even disturbing. As 
Kathryn McClymonds remarks: 

 
[R]itual reflects back and creates models for social dynamics, power relations, symbol 
systems, and interpretive strategies within specific cultural contexts. … When a ritual 
proceeds smoothly, all of this occurs at an unconscious level for most observers and many 

                                                             
53 Phyllis Trible remarks a similar mechanism in the book of Ruth; more precisely, in Orpah’s decision to 
return to her people: It is Orpah’s obedience to her mother-in-law’s command that results in their separation, 
and ultimately in Orpah’s disassociation from the God of Israel (Trible, ‘Two Women’). 
54 As such, it can be contrasted against, e.g., lifecycle and calendrical rituals. 
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the indirect conversation between Esther and Mordecai (with the fact that their words have to be 
transmitted by a eunuch emphasizing their separation yet again) that Esther begins to remember her 
‘roots’. The fast she engages in along with the Jewish community of Susa has a special part to play in 
this development. 

 
In Esther 4:16, Esther has the following message for Mordecai: 
 

!vwvb ~yacmnh ~ydwhyh-lq-ta swnk $l 

 

tvlv wtvt-law wlkat-law yl[ wmcw 

y~ww hlyl ~ymy 

 

!k ~wca ytr[nw yna-~g  

tdk-al rva $lmh-la awba !kbw 

 

ytdba ytdba rvakw 

 Go, gather all the Jews who can be 
found in Susa  
and fast on my behalf, and do not eat 
and do not drink for three days, night 
and day.  
Me too and my maidens will fast thus. 
And so will I go to the king, although 
it is against the law.  
And if I perish, I perish. 

 
Many readers have remarked and even lamented the lack of a prayer accompanying this fast 

– the extensive supplications put in the mouth of Mordecai and Esther in the LXX bear witness to the 
fact that even the earliest readers of the book felt the silence on this point as a lack. In the rest of the 
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[R]itual reflects back and creates models for social dynamics, power relations, symbol 
systems, and interpretive strategies within specific cultural contexts. … When a ritual 
proceeds smoothly, all of this occurs at an unconscious level for most observers and many 
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and ultimately in Orpah’s disassociation from the God of Israel (Trible, ‘Two Women’). 
54 As such, it can be contrasted against, e.g., lifecycle and calendrical rituals. 
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participants. When rituals go wrong, by contrast, conflicting understandings of the purposes 
for the ritual activity become apparent.55  
 
It seems to me that Esther’s fast is an example of such a ritual that escapes conventional 

explanations, and thus invites the reader to explicate his or her – usually subconscious – ideas of what 
fasting in general, and this fast in particular, is all about. What is the symbol system within which it 
can be understood? What kind of interpretive strategy must be employed in order to grasp its 
meaning? And, last but not least, what is the cultural context within which this meaning comes to 
life? The uncertainty surrounding these issues explains why different readers have read very different 
purposes behind Esther and the Jewish community’s fast. Common to many of these readings is that 
they connect it to other instances of fasting throughout the Hebrew Bible.56 Especially eloquent are 
the very early interpretations of the book of Esther found in the Greek versions of the tale, adding 
prayers by both Mordecai and Esther at this point in the narrative. In fact, the LXX version explicitly 
combines the traditional notions of repentance and supplication in Esther’s prayer: 

 
From my youth I have heard, in the tribe of my family, how you, O Lord, took Israel from 
among all peoples, and our fathers from all their predecessors, for a perpetual inheritance, 
and you have performed whatsoever you promised them. And now we have sinned before 
you; therefore you have given us into the hands of our enemies, because we worshiped their 
gods. O Lord, you are righteous! […] O mighty God above all, hear the voice of the forlorn 
and deliver us out of the hands of the mischievous and deliver me out of my fear (8:5-7; 19).57 
 
Verses 8-18, omitted above, elaborate on the threat Esther and the Jewish community face, 

and on Esther’s continuous devotion to the God of Israel, even while performing the act of Persian 
Queen. The text is unambiguous: Esther is, and always has been, a devout servant of YHWH, who 
‘abhors the bed of the uncircumcised’ (verse 15) and despises the royal crown ‘as a menstrual rag’ 
(verse 16). The identity of this Esther has not changed through life at the Persian court, not even 
through the ritual-like treatments she has had to undergo there. The purpose of her fast is completely 
in line with her identity: with traditional gestures and utterances, Esther the Jewess turns to her God, 
repents from her sins (though at the same time emphasizing her constant piety and moral virtue), 
and entreats God to deliver her from fear and from the enemies of the Jewish people. Clearly, in this 
version of the narrative, there can be no confusion as to the function of the fast – it is part of a ritual 

                                                             
55  Kathryn McClymond, ‘Saddam Hussein: Execution Gone Wrong,’ The Future of the Religious Past 
Amsterdam (2010). 
56 Moore, for example, claims that “since prayer frequently accompanies fasting (see I Sam vii 6; II Sam xii16, 
22; I Kings xxi 27; Ezra viii 21, 23; Neh I 4, ix 1; Jer xiv 12; Jonah iii 3-8; Joel I 14, ii 12; and Dan ix 3), Esther 
was certainly asking, in effect, for the Jewish community to intercede with God on her behalf, even as the AT 
explicitly states. […] That Esther fasted so strictly made her, presumably, less attractive to the king but more 
acceptable to God” (Moore, Esther, 51). Gerleman mentions “Volksfasten zur Abwehr von Unheil” as a 
common practice in the Hebrew Bible, referring the reader to Judges 20:26; Jonah 3:5ff, and 2 Chr 20:3. He 
admits that in all of these cases, “[d]as Fasten geht mit dem Beten zusammen, das hier aber nicht erwähnt 
wird” (Gerleman, Esther, 107). Both authors thus take other instances of fasting in the Hebrew Bible as valid 
frame of reference to explain the purpose of Esther’s and the community’s fast.  
57 Even a quick glance at Judith’s prayers reveals a variety of shared themes and vocabulary, although the direct 
link between the precarious situation of the ‘Jews’ and their sinful conduct is avoided by Judith (Jdt 9:2-14). 
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complex revolving around repentance and supplication, blending in smoothly with the rest of the 
narrative and with the expectations of the (Jewish) reader. 

But let us return to the Hebrew version of the text, where no prayers are uttered and God is 
not mentioned. It seems to me that neither repentance nor supplication can convincingly be read into 
this version. The fast certainly falls short as a ritual of repentance – neither here nor anywhere else in 
the narrative do we find Esther, Mordecai, or any other Jew admitting moral guilt or religious failure. 
Of course, one might claim that Esther is turning away from her godless life at the Persian court, back 
towards the God of her people. But if this is the case, why does she not say so? The reader learns 
nothing at all about her faith or lack of faith, be it during the fast, during her life at court, or her 
childhood in the house of Mordecai. Neither is the fast explicitly connected to any kind of 
supplication. It is true that the Jews are asked to fast ‘on behalf of’ (l[) Esther, but no reference to a 
deity is made. It sounds more like a request for ‘horizontal’ moral support than for ‘vertical’ 
supplication.  

The only way to read a ‘vertical’ reference into the fast here is to mirror assumptions about 
later developments of rabbinic Judaism back onto Second Temple Diaspora. Commenting on the 
significance of sacrifice in rabbinic Judaism, McClymond concludes: “When Temple sacrifice 
(traditional sacrifice) was no longer possible, prayer, fasting, and Torah study became equated with 
sacrifice in rabbinic teaching (symbolic sacrifice).”58 The impossibility to sacrifice at the Jerusalem 
temple applied to Jews living in a Diaspora setting, too. It is thus quite possible to imagine that even 
before the Second Temple had been destroyed, alternative notions of sacrifice started to be developed 
in Diaspora Judaism. Still, it is striking that in the book of Esther, the fast stands by itself – the context 
of prayer and Torah study, which would be so central to later stages of Judaism, is completely absent. 

 
Therefore, without wanting to dismiss the notion of sacrifice entirely, I suggest to focus on a 

different function of the fast, namely to reunite Esther with the rest of her people. Alice Bach also 
points to this function: “This communal fast connects the Jewish population of Susa, and it ties 
Esther directly to them. For the first time the Jews are delineated as different from the Babylonians 
[sic] through the marker of food.”59 I agree that the main purpose of the fast is to emphasize the ties 
between Esther and the Jewish community. But I would suggest that there is more at stake here than 
‘just’ social alignment. Employing the perspective of ritualization and rites-de-passage, I would add 
that the fast can be read as an attempt at a (partial) reversal of the rituals that had severed Esther’s ties 
with her people – the same “people and descent” that she had denied for years. The beauty 
treatments, aimed at her body, had brought about a profound change in Esther’s identity. To employ 
the language of ritualization: Esther had been ‘set apart’ from her original context – literally, by 
physically transporting her to a different location, but also in a more abstract way, by “molding … 

                                                             
58 Kathryn McClymond, Beyond Sacred Violence. A Comparative Study of Sacrifice, Johns Hopkins University 
Press, Baltimore 2008, 154. Cf. below, section 8.2.3. 
59 Alice Bach, Women, Seduction and Betrayal in Biblical Narrative, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 
1997, 197. See also Klein, ‘Honor,’ 164: Esther “ritualizes by fasting and communalizes by involving all the 
people and her maidens at the court. These are Jewish responses to be tacitly compared with the banquets, 
especially with the non-ritualized, unrestrained drinking of the Persians.” Cf. Erich Zenger, ‘Das Buch Ester,’ 
in Erich Zenger (ed.), Einleitung in das Alte Testament. Kohlhammer, Stuttgart 2008, 304. 
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[her] body within a highly structured environment”60 to fit the requirements of the role of Persian 
queen. The fast, equally aimed at the body though much shorter in time, functions to undo the effects 
of these treatments. It is not in the first place a crisis-ritual like fasting in other biblical texts, but the 
reversal of a very elaborate rite-de-passage, or lifecycle ritual.  

The mechanisms of context regarding both the beauty treatments and the fast are intriguing. 
In the first, physical context (the Persian court) and ritual acts (standardized beauty treatments) work 
together to achieve the desired result: a group of young women whose identity it has become to please 
their king. In the second, ritual and physical context are at odds: by fasting together with the Jewish 
community of Susa, Esther places herself outside of her direct environment. She remains in the 
women’s quarters of the palace – her very own diaspora setting - but reasserts control of her body. 
And by submitting her body to the communal fast, she implicitly declares her physical context 
irrelevant. On the surface, she is still Queen of Persia, but resistance has begun. And thus a ritual that 
fails on all traditionally religious counts proves to be effective after all: the rest of the book shows an 
Esther who purposefully aligns herself with the Jewish people. This mechanism becomes all the more 
meaningful if Esther is construed as an image Diaspora Judaism: her reistance, invisible yet effective, 
opens possibilities for ‘Jewish’ life in a non-Jewish setting. 

 
To counteract the rituals turning Esther into a Persian queen is one important function of the 

communal fast. There may, however, be another one, a reason that applies to Mordecai’s fasting and 
donning sackcloth and ashes and to the fast of the Jews in response to the royal edict as well (4:1-3). 
On the surface, Esther is the book of feasting. It starts with a royal drinking bout (htvm) lasting no less 
than six months, to which the entire Persian Empire is invited (1:1-5) – a typical “patron role feast”, 
involving “the formalized use of commensal hospitality to symbolically reiterate and legitimize 
institutionalized relations of asymmetrical social power.”61 Having settled the fate of the Jews, “the 
king and Haman sat down to drink” (3:15). And knowing that the most important political decisions 
are taken during dinner parties, Esther invites the king and Haman to two of these in order to 
implore the king to save her people. For the Persians in the book of Esther, drinking is a form of art, 
and getting drunk a matter of law abidance: “Drinking was according to this edict: there are no 
restrictions” (1:8). Here, drunkenness, ordinarily a sign of disorder and anarchy, is a prerogative of 
the establishment, and even bound to royal law.  

Against this background, the fast of the Jews fulfils the function of a carnivalesque counter-
movement. In the book of Esther, the critique of the status quo and the abuse of power is not 
accomplished by a Bakhtinian “banquet for all the world”,62 but by its opposite: a fast and rites of 
mourning designed not only to express individual horror, but also to form a silent and condemning 
counterpart to the “brimming-over abundance”63 that characterizes the lifestyle of the elite. Again, 
Bach’s remark about the consumption or not-consumption of food as a marker of the distinction 

                                                             
60 Bell, Ritual, 100. 
61 Michael Dietler, ‘Theorizing the Feast: Rituals of Consumption, Commensal Politics, and Power in African 
Contexts,’ in Michael Dietler & Brian Hayden (eds), Feasts. Archeological and Ethnographic Perspectives on 
Food, Politics, and Power. University of Alabama Press, Tuscaloosa 2001, 82-83. 
62 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, Bloomington, Indiana 1984, 19. 
63 Bakhtin, Rabelais, 19. 

 
 

 131 

[her] body within a highly structured environment”60 to fit the requirements of the role of Persian 
queen. The fast, equally aimed at the body though much shorter in time, functions to undo the effects 
of these treatments. It is not in the first place a crisis-ritual like fasting in other biblical texts, but the 
reversal of a very elaborate rite-de-passage, or lifecycle ritual.  

The mechanisms of context regarding both the beauty treatments and the fast are intriguing. 
In the first, physical context (the Persian court) and ritual acts (standardized beauty treatments) work 
together to achieve the desired result: a group of young women whose identity it has become to please 
their king. In the second, ritual and physical context are at odds: by fasting together with the Jewish 
community of Susa, Esther places herself outside of her direct environment. She remains in the 
women’s quarters of the palace – her very own diaspora setting - but reasserts control of her body. 
And by submitting her body to the communal fast, she implicitly declares her physical context 
irrelevant. On the surface, she is still Queen of Persia, but resistance has begun. And thus a ritual that 
fails on all traditionally religious counts proves to be effective after all: the rest of the book shows an 
Esther who purposefully aligns herself with the Jewish people. This mechanism becomes all the more 
meaningful if Esther is construed as an image Diaspora Judaism: her reistance, invisible yet effective, 
opens possibilities for ‘Jewish’ life in a non-Jewish setting. 

 
To counteract the rituals turning Esther into a Persian queen is one important function of the 

communal fast. There may, however, be another one, a reason that applies to Mordecai’s fasting and 
donning sackcloth and ashes and to the fast of the Jews in response to the royal edict as well (4:1-3). 
On the surface, Esther is the book of feasting. It starts with a royal drinking bout (htvm) lasting no less 
than six months, to which the entire Persian Empire is invited (1:1-5) – a typical “patron role feast”, 
involving “the formalized use of commensal hospitality to symbolically reiterate and legitimize 
institutionalized relations of asymmetrical social power.”61 Having settled the fate of the Jews, “the 
king and Haman sat down to drink” (3:15). And knowing that the most important political decisions 
are taken during dinner parties, Esther invites the king and Haman to two of these in order to 
implore the king to save her people. For the Persians in the book of Esther, drinking is a form of art, 
and getting drunk a matter of law abidance: “Drinking was according to this edict: there are no 
restrictions” (1:8). Here, drunkenness, ordinarily a sign of disorder and anarchy, is a prerogative of 
the establishment, and even bound to royal law.  

Against this background, the fast of the Jews fulfils the function of a carnivalesque counter-
movement. In the book of Esther, the critique of the status quo and the abuse of power is not 
accomplished by a Bakhtinian “banquet for all the world”,62 but by its opposite: a fast and rites of 
mourning designed not only to express individual horror, but also to form a silent and condemning 
counterpart to the “brimming-over abundance”63 that characterizes the lifestyle of the elite. Again, 
Bach’s remark about the consumption or not-consumption of food as a marker of the distinction 

                                                             
60 Bell, Ritual, 100. 
61 Michael Dietler, ‘Theorizing the Feast: Rituals of Consumption, Commensal Politics, and Power in African 
Contexts,’ in Michael Dietler & Brian Hayden (eds), Feasts. Archeological and Ethnographic Perspectives on 
Food, Politics, and Power. University of Alabama Press, Tuscaloosa 2001, 82-83. 
62 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, Bloomington, Indiana 1984, 19. 
63 Bakhtin, Rabelais, 19. 



 
 

 132 

between Jews and Persians comes to mind.64 Bach refers only to the fast Esther engages in together 
with the Jewish community of Susa (4:16), but in fact, the theme of feasting versus fasting runs 
through the entire narrative. Already in 4:3, the Jews are reported to engage in “fasting and weeping 
and rites of mourning” in reaction to the fatal royal edict, and in stark contrast to the casual glass of 
wine Haman and the king enjoy at the same time. The fasts, though not in agreement with 
conventional religious rituals, nevertheless perform the function of such rituals by setting the 
participants apart from their environment.65 

 
However, to portray the Persians as ‘always feasting’ and the Jews as ‘always fasting’ would 

do no right to the development of the plot. From chapter 8 onwards, the tables are turned. After the 
edict allowing the Jews to defend themselves has been circulated, “there was celebration and gladness 
for the Jews, feasting and a good day” (8:17). On the level of vocabulary at least, there is no 
distinction between Jewish and Persian feasting: The word translated here as ‘feasting’, htvm, is the 
same that is used for the Persian festivities in chapter 1 and 2, and for the banquet Esther organizes 
for the king and Haman. One wonders if Korpel is right after all in her claim that one of the main 
purposes of the book of Esther is to show how Diaspora Jews can hardly be distinguished from the 
culture surrounding them.66 And yet, a distinction is possible. The author makes use of the full 
semantic range of  htvm in order to point out the convergences, but also the differences between the 
two groups and their respective htvm. The differences are subtle, and again the concept of 
ritualization, along with an intertextual perspective, can help to point them out.  

At the Persian feasts described in Esther, the emphasis is on drinking wine. htvm always 
carries the connotation of drinking (see, e.g. Ezra 3:7, where it is used next to and in contrast with 
lkam, food), but in the book of Esther, this connotation is emphasized by explicitly stating that wine 
was consumed as a matter of course during each Persian htvm (Esther 1:7, 10; 5:6; 7:2, 7-8). Here, 
feasting happens for drinking’s sake, the text seems to say. This contrasts sharply with the Jewish 
htvm in Esther 8:17; 9:17, 18, 19 and 22, where drinking is not mentioned at all. Instead, the one word 
that is always connected to htvm, is hxmf, joy. And although joy can be found in many circumstances 
and for many reasons, in the rest of the Hebrew Bible, hxmf is most often associated with joy in 
YHWH or in a holy festival.67 In the terms of cognitive linguistics, one might say that hxmf belongs to 
the stereotypical scenario of holy feasts. Thus, although the Jewish htvm in Esther is reminiscent of 
the Persian feasts on the one hand, on the other it is clearly contrasted with them through the 
association with hxmf, a word that would ring many bells with a ‘Jewish’ audience. Despite 
similarities in vocabulary, Persian and Jewish htvm partake of very different prototypical scenarios. 
This difference has direct bearing on the religious dimension of the text: by omitting the drinking of 
wine and adding the aspect of joy, the Jewish instances of htvm are ritualized in the sense Catherine 
Bell indicates, when she defines ritualization as 

                                                             
64 Bach, Women, 197. 
65 This claim is in line with Grossman’s observation about the character of the narrative as whole, which he 
terms “theological carnivalesque” (Grossman, Esther, 238-239): “The narrative’s comic elements, realized to a 
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64 Bach, Women, 197. 
65 This claim is in line with Grossman’s observation about the character of the narrative as whole, which he 
terms “theological carnivalesque” (Grossman, Esther, 238-239): “The narrative’s comic elements, realized to a 
large extent through the popular carnivalesque Purim celebrations, hint at a fundamental undermining of the 
norms of human rule and conventions of social interaction.” 
66 Korpel, ‘De Ester Code’. 
67 Num 10:10; Dtr 12:7; 14:26; 16:11; 26:11; 27:7; Is 30:29; Jer 15:16; Ezra 6:22; 2 Chr 20:27; 30:21. 
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the very drawing, in and through the activity itself, of a privileged distinction between ways 
of acting, specifically between those acts being performed and those being contrasted, 
mimed, or implicated somehow.68  
 
The use of the word htvm ‘mimes’ or ‘implicates’ the Persian feasts, but at the same time, a 

contrast is created through the lack of drinking or other kinds of excesses, and through the 
association with hxmf, joy. 

 
Finally, there is another way in which the htvm of the ‘Jews’ are literally set apart. Every time 

the word occurs in association with the ‘Jews’ (except in 8:17, where it expresses the spontaneous 
reaction to the new royal edict), the construction used is hxmfw htvm ~wy hf[ - make (it) into a day of 
feasting and joy. Unlike the Persians, who simply ‘make feasts’, the ‘Jews’ ‘make a day’ – they take a 
day with no special prior significance, and turn it into a day of feasting and (religious) joy. Again, the 
vocabulary of ritualization presses itself on us. The 14th and 15th day of the month Adar are taken out 
of their original context (ordinary days of an ordinary month) and inserted into the Jewish holy 
calendar. They are imbued with ritual weight, not by any virtue of their own, but through a human 
act of signification. 

Below, I will comment more extensively on the official installation of Purim in Esther 9. For 
now, let it suffice to say that the text suggests a clear distinction between ‘ordinary’ and ‘Jewish’ htvm 
– and that the latter carry many connotations of a ritual act. 

 
7.2.2 Holy Terror? God in the Book of Esther69 

God is often assumed to be absent from the book of Esther, or hidden at best. However, 
several instances of ritualized language indicate that he is invisible only for those who cannot take a 
hint. Anyone familiar with the rules of the biblical language game the author is playing will read 
God’s presence between the lines. This is especially true for the most problematic part of the 
narrative: the Jews’ revenge on their enemies.  

In Est 9:20-32, Mordecai and Esther dispatch letters establishing Purim as an official holiday. 
This joyous occasion, however, is preceded by the rather grisly events recounted in Est 9:1-16. I have 
claimed above that the genocide committed by the Jews according to these verses has almost ritual 
dimensions. There are several textual details leading me to this interpretation, most prominently a 
number of intertextual links with other parts of the Hebrew Bible. Through these links, the violent 
acts are taken out of the context of ‘normal’ revenge, and instead inserted into the context of ‘holy 
war’. 

 
Excursus: ‘Holy War’? 

Current scholarship widely acknowledges the constructed nature of most if not all war 
accounts in the Hebrew Bible,70 although attempts to reach at some historical reality 

                                                             
68 Bell, Ritual, 90. 
69 Parts of this section have been published as Anne-Mareike Wetter, ‘Speaking From the Gaps: The Eloquent 
Silence of God in Esther,’ in Bob Becking (ed.), Reflections on the Silence of God: A Discussion With Marjo 
Korpel and Johannes de Moor, Brill, Leiden 2013, 153-167. 
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behind these accounts are still regularly undertaken.71 But the emphasis has shifted from 
a predominantly (religio-)historical interest to approaches that foreground the 
ideological and theological convictions at the basis of the ‘holy wars’ described in 
biblical literature, and the literary means by which these convictions are communicated. 
The Deuteronomistic writings enjoy pride of place in such analyses. As Schmitt puts it,  

 
Die Bedeutung der deuteronomisch-deuteronomistischen Traditionslinie für die 
Sakralisierung des Krieges in der Literatur-und Religionsgeschichte ist unbestritten. Ihr 
kommt jedoch nach heutigem Kenntnisstand um so größere Bedeutung zu, als heute 
nicht mehr ernstlich mit einer bis in die vorstaatliche Zeit zurückreichenden 
Traditionslinie des “Heiligen” bzw. Jahwe-Krieges gerechnet werden kann.72 

 
In other words, precisely because the historical basis of the ‘holy’ wars described in the 
Deuteronomistic literature is in all likelihood very thin, the importance allotted to such 
‘holy’ warfare for the construal of the identity of Israel as YHWH’s people is all the more 
intriguing. 
For most war accounts in the Deuteronomistic writings as well for Chronicles and the 
priestly writings, a more appropriate and less suggestive term is ‘war of YHWH’, for not 
only is the aggression not motivated by the desire to advance Israelite religion beyond 
the own group, but YHWH is also consistently portrayed as the instigator of and main 
actor during these battles. Such wars are often described as a ‘synergism’ of divine and 
human efforts: “Yahweh fought for Israel even as Israel fought for Yahweh (Josh. 10:14; 
Jdg 7:20-22; and so on); the battles were Yahweh’s battles (1 Sam. 18:17; 25:28).”73 A few 
more or less standardized expressions are used to indicate the involvement of the ‘divine 
warrior’ on behalf of his people. Even before Israel engages the enemy in battle, YHWH 
guarantees that he has given the latter into Israel’s hands (dyb !tn).74 A second motif is 
the ‘dread’ (dxp) and ‘terror’ (hmya) JHWH instils in the enemy soldiers.75 Being thus 
miraculously protected by the divine warrior fighting on their behalf, “Israel’s role was 
to have faith in Yahweh and to fear not. Numbers and size of the army were regarded as 
less important factors.”76  
Cultic aspects also play a role in the accounts: priests would address and bless the army 
before battle (Dtr 20:2-3), soldiers had to abstain from contact with women so as to 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
70 See, e.g., J. Alberto Soggin, ‘Art. Krieg II. Altes Testament,’ in Gerhard Müller, Horst Balz & Gerhard Krause 
(eds), TRE XX. 1990, 19-25. 
71  E.g., Albertz, Religionsgeschichte I; Norbert Lohfink, Krieg und Staat im Alten Israel (Beiträge zur 
Friedensethik 14), Institut für Theologie und Frieden, Barsbüttel 1992; Susan Niditch, War in the Hebrew 
Bible: A Study in the Ethics of Violence, Oxford University Press, Oxford 1993; Andreas Scherer, 
Überlieferungen von Religion und Krieg (Wissenschaftliche Monographien zum Alten und Neuen Testament 
105), Neukirchener Verlag, Neukirchen-Vluyn 2005. 
72 Rüdiger Schmitt, Der “Heilige Krieg” im Pentateuch und im deuteronomistischen Geschichtswerk (Alter 
Orient und Altes Testament 381), Ugarit-Verlag, Münster 2011, 51. 
73 Patrick D. Miller, The Divine Warrior in Early Israel, Harvard University Press, Cambridge 1973, 156. More 
recently, Albertz, Religionsgeschichte I, 123 advances a similar argument. The relative importance of the divine 
and human contributions varies from source to source. Generally, the Deuteronomists appear inclined to 
assign a rather larger role to the Israelites than do the Chroniclers. 
74 E.g., Ex 23:31; Dtr 2:24; Josh 6;2; 8:1; 15:18. 
75 Ex 15:16; 23:27; Dtr 2:25; 11:25; Josh 2:9, Is 19:16; Ps 105:38; 2 Chr 17:10; 20:29. 
76 Miller, Divine Warrior, 160. 
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maintain their ritual purity (1 Sam 21:4; 2 Sam 11:11), and every confrontation with the 
enemy was to be concluded with the practice of the ‘ban’ (~rx), the complete 
annihilation of the enemy, both humans and material goods. The precise ideological 
and/or theological import of this practice is much debated.77 One thing seems clear: 
Israel was not to fight for its own economic advancement, but exclusively for the honor 
of YHWH. In exchange, YHWH would allow the people to rest (xwn) ‘from their enemies 
(Dtr 12:10; 25:19; Josh 23:1; 2 Sam 7:1, 11). 

 
Summing up, despite all divergences between different instances of the concept, ‘wars of 

YHWH’ in the Deuteronomistic literature usually follow a prototypical scenario involving divine 
initiative and involvement, ‘holy terror’ (dxp, hmya), the ‘ban’ (~rx), and ‘rest’ (xwn) from enemies. 
Can the revenge of the ‘Jews’ on their enemies in Esther 9 be read as an instance of the schema of 
‘holy war’, despite the conspicuous absence of the ‘divine warrior’?78 

 
The description of the Jews’ revenge on their enemies starts with the remark that “no one 

could stand against them, for dread (dxp) of them had fallen over all peoples” (9:2). The reason for 
this dread is a mystery - of course, the Jews had gained the right to defend themselves, but that does 
not annul the fact that they were in the minority. This lack of an explanation is one of the many gaps 
in the text,79 forcing the reader to supply the missing link. However, what is not said explicitly (the 
‘gap’) is hinted at all the more forcefully. Here, as in many other cases, I suggest that the rationale 
behind the unexplained statement in Esther can – and perhaps, must – be sought in other parts of the 
Hebrew Bible. In fact, very similar formulations are found twice in Deuteronomy: “ 

 
Today, I will begin to put the dread (dxp) and fear of you on the peoples who are under the 
whole heavens, who will hear the report about you and tremble and writhe before you (Dtr 
2:25). 
 

                                                             
77 Schmitt enumerates a variety of approaches: “Diskutiert werden … Interpretationen des Bannes als Opfer, 
als Weihung/Übereignung an die Gottheit (in Unterscheidung zum Opfer), als (ursprünglich magisches) Tabu 
mit Beuteverzicht zugunsten der Gottheit, als Aussonderungen von Inkompatiblem, weil Fremden, als 
selektive Vernichtung bzw. Aneignung der Ressourcen des (Klassen-)Feindes, ḥerem als Ausdruck der 
Durchsetzung der göttlichen Ordnung gegen das Chaos, sowie in letzter Zeit vermehrt als von der religiösen 
und kriegerischen Realität losgelöste Programmatik der Selbstunterscheidung vom ‘Fremden’ (auch vom 
‘enemy within), als Symbol des Gottesgehorsams bzw. Gerichts sowie als literarische Gewaltsublimierung“ 
(Schmitt, Krieg, 59). 
78 For a different approach to the relation between Esther and earlier accounts about YHWH’s wars, see Haag, 
‘Jahwes Krieg’. Haag reads Esther as a late appropriation of the theme of YHWH’s wars against Amalek, which 
he interprets eschatologically: “An die Stelle der apokalyptischen Naherwartung ist daher im Buch Ester eine 
sich im Ablauf der Geschichte realisierende, präsentische Eschatologie getreten, die – nicht zuletzt durch die 
jährliche Begehung des Purimfestes – immer wieder von neuem den Glauben an die endzeitliche Offenbarung 
der Königsherrschaft Gottes die nötigen Impulse verleiht” (Haag, ‘Jahwes Krieg,’ 41). 
79 Other examples are the question what it was about Esther that made her so irresistible to the king (2:17), 
whether any children were born from their union, why Mordecai asked Esther to hide her ethnic and/or 
religious background (2:10), why he refused to bow down before Haman, and why Zeresh, the wife of Haman, 
would assume that anyone of ‘Jewish seed’ would be invincible (6:13).  
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No one shall stand against you. Dread (dxp) and fear of you will the LORD your God lay on 
all the land on which you will walk, as he promised (Dtr 11:25). 
 
 In both examples, the motif of ‘holy terror’ before the people of Israel is linked to the actions 

of YHWH. In the book of Esther, the explicit link with the God of Israel is missing. However, the 
unreasonable fear of the ‘Jews’ in Esther 9:2ff screams for an explanation. Is the reader invited to 
apply the reason given for the dxp before the people of Israel in Deuteronomy – an act of YHWH - to 
the book of Esther as well?  

  
Such a reading is supported by the repeated detail that the ‘Jews’ “did not stretch out their 

hands to the plunder (hzb)” (Esther 9:10, 15, 16). Gerleman reads this as a polemic remark directed 
against the narrative in Exodus 12, specifically 12:36, where we read that “YHWH had given the 
people favor in the eyes of the Egyptians, so they let them have what they asked. And they plundered 
(lcn piel) the Egyptians.”80 Moore, on the other hand, refers to the intertextual link with 1 Samuel 15, 
where “the taking of spoils brought Yahweh’s terrible wrath upon King Saul.”81 Both readings appear 
plausible, and perhaps they are not mutually exclusive. By emphasizing that material goods played no 
role for their motivation, the Jews’ revenge on their enemies retains the quality of self-defense, and 
can measure up positively against various earlier examples of ‘Jews’ dealing with their enemies. And 
even though the book of Esther does not mention the destruction of the enemies’ possessions, the 
insistence that no spoils were taken creates a link, however weak, with the concept of ~rx, which is so 
central to war accounts in the Deuteronomistic literature.82 According to Schmitt, the practice of ~rx, 
though possibly rooted in sacrificial practices, acquires a specific meaning in Deuteronomistic 
discourse: 

 
In der deuteronomistischen Traditionsbildung scheint der ursprüngliche Gedanke des ḥerem 
als eines Opferterminus zwar noch durch, wird aber [...] im Rahmen der 
deuteronomistischen Theologie zu einem von der religiösen Praxis abgehobenen Begriff der 
Abgrenzung der eigenen Identität gegenüber dem “Fremden”, zur Messlatte der Beachtung 
des Gesetzes sowie zu einem Begriff des status confessionis und - vor allem - zu einer 
Konstituente eines spezifischen kulturellen Gedächtnisses, das die eigene Geschichte und 
Identität sowie den Besitzanspruch auf das Land kontrapräsentisch in der mytho-
historischen Vernichtung und Vertreibung der Vorbevölkerung konstruiert.83 
 
The motif of the ban thus has two functions: idealization of the past (as a time when Israel 

took complete possession of the land) and program for the present and future (in which obedience to 
YHWH and segregation from all things foreign must continue to characterize God’s people). I 
suggest that in the book of Esther, much of Schmitt’s construal of the ideological backdrop of the war 
texts is present as well. Of course, the “Vernichtung und Vertreibung der Urbevölkering” is not at 

                                                             
80 Gerleman, Esther, 21. The text in Exodus seems to play with the notions associated with the different stems 
of נצל: in 3:22 and 12:36, the piel is used to denote the act of plundering, while other verses employ the hiphil, 
referring to YHWH’s salvific actions towards his people (e.g., 3:8; 5:23; 6:6). Obviously, this wordplay is absent 
from the book of Esther. 
81 Moore, Esther, 88. 
82 Cf. Grossman, Esther, 226. 
83 Schmitt, Krieg, 60-61. 
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80 Gerleman, Esther, 21. The text in Exodus seems to play with the notions associated with the different stems 
of נצל: in 3:22 and 12:36, the piel is used to denote the act of plundering, while other verses employ the hiphil, 
referring to YHWH’s salvific actions towards his people (e.g., 3:8; 5:23; 6:6). Obviously, this wordplay is absent 
from the book of Esther. 
81 Moore, Esther, 88. 
82 Cf. Grossman, Esther, 226. 
83 Schmitt, Krieg, 60-61. 
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stake in the Diaspora context in which the book of Esther is set. However, the need to segregate 
oneself from various other groups echoes strongly in the text, and is underlined by the refusal to “lay 
their hand on the plunder” (9:10, 15, 16). 
 

Last but not least, the remark with which the acts of revenge is concluded is striking. In 
Esther 9:22, the reader learns that ‘the Jews rested (xwn, qal) from their enemies’. There are several 
other occurrences of the phrase ‘rest from enemies’: Dtr 12:10; 25:19; Josh 23:1; 2 Sam 7:1, 11, and 1 
Chron 22:9. However, in all of these instances, the verb is used in the hiphil form, ‘let (them) rest’, 
with YHWH as subject of the clause. It is the divine promise whose fulfillment concludes the scenario 
of ‘holy war’. Deuteronomy 25:19 has the most direct bearing on the book of Esther:  

 
And it shall be, when the LORD your God has given you rest (xwn) from all your enemies, 
which surround you in the land the LORD your God has given to you to possess as an 
inheritance, that you must blot out the memory of Amalek from under heaven. Do not 
forget! 
 
I will return to the connotations of Amalekites and Agagites and their significance for the 

book of Esther in the context of ethnic identity (section 7.3.3). Suffice it to say, for now, that ‘rest’ is a 
condition for the final confrontation between the people of YHWH and their eternal enemy, Amalek. 
More important for the issue of religion in the book of Esther is the observation that in Dtr 25.19, as 
always in the context of ‘holy war’, rest from enemies comes not through human efforts but from 
God. The qal, used in the corresponding phrase in Esther 9:22, implies that no divine involvement 
was necessary in this case.  

 
The question remains whether the reader is expected to supply the element that is so 

characteristic of the older texts, but consistently left out in the book of Esther: (faith in) YHWH. Is it 
permissible to bring it into one’s reading of the book of Esther even though it is so clearly avoided 
throughout the scroll? Or vice versa, is it possible to ignore this element when reference is made to 
the older texts so pervasively? Perhaps a conclusive answer is impossible – everything depends on 
one’s definition of intertextuality, and on the way a reader weighs each individual allusion and the 
sum of them all taken together.  

Construing the book of Esther as a farce, Melissa Jackson claims that such a ‘comical’ reading 
“removes the need for preoccupation with when and how God could possibly be working in this 
biblical book”, since “farce draws heavily and happily on coincidence.”84 However, I suggest that 
God is present in the book as more than a stopgap for otherwise inexplicable turns of the plot. The 

                                                             
84 Jackson, Comedy, 204. Jackson is especially concerned with explaining the apparently excessive violence 
used by the Jews against their enemies. She describes the function of the violence in the narrative as both 
“escapist” and “cathartic” (p. 201), arguing that this type of story-violence “does not intend for the audience 
to go out into the world and enact what has been acted” (p. 202). Rather, it helps those living in a suppressed 
situation to “relieve nervous energy, pent-up emotion, aggression” (p. 202). Building on her argument, I 
suggest that like the war narratives of the Deuteronomistic history, the violence in the book of Esther creates a 
‘kontrapräsentische’ reality, in which a suppressed group violently revenges itself on its oppressors. Unlike the 
Deuteronomistic accounts, the book of Esther adds the element of comedy by characterizing the enemies of 
the Jews as grotesque figures, obsessed with either wine and sex (Ahasuerus) or power and revenge (Haman). 
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element of (faith in) YHWH cannot be ignored in a reading of the book of Esther - without it, some 
parts of the plot simply make no sense. But this faith is appropriated in a way that differs significantly 
from other texts. At least on the surface of the narrative, the divine name no longer plays a substantial 
role. YHWH is pushed into the background, and the main emphasis comes to rest on the Jews 
themselves. They inspire dread in their enemies, they refrain from plundering them without any 
divine prohibitions, and they enjoy rest from their enemies, without this rest being interpreted as a 
gift from YHWH. It takes a trained eye – and an eye that knows and subscribes to the ‘rules’ 
structuring other biblical texts - to discover God’s involvement in any of these events. 
 

7.2.3 Telltale Gaps For Observant Readers  

Both ‘ritual’ and ‘God’ in Esther exist by the grace of the book’s pervasive intertextual 
character. Due to its rootedness in the ‘myths’ of Israel, it succeeds in mediating (vergegenwärtigen)85 
a religious dimension. This dimension, however, is invisible to a reader lacking intimate knowledge 
of these myths. In Grossman’s words: “The reader who fails to sense the hidden level of the story will 
miss its main message and morals.”86 

Like Ruth, Esther can be interpreted as Deuter (‘interpreter’) of literature that was in the 
process of being canonized. In Ruth, this interpretation consisted in the explicit appropriation of 
Israel’s founding narratives and the alteration of a number of schemata (‘strange woman’, ‘valiant 
man’, ‘father’s house’) by proposing new prototypes for each. In Esther, the appropriation of other 
texts is more subtle and the proposed alterations more radical. Overt references to Israel’s literature 
are entirely missing, unless Mordecai’s genealogy must be counted as such.87 On the other hand, the 
actions of the Jews, whether fasting, feasting, or waging war, are subtly tied to the narratives of Israel 
by means of specific vocabulary. They follow schemata familiar from the foundational period of the 
people – ‘holy’ war, religiously inspired joy – without, however, any explicit mention of Israel’s God. 
A negative construal of this ‘gappiness’ of the text would conclude that the author tries to rid himself 
of his own religious background. In that case, his use of significant vocabulary would be inadvertent – 
he employs words and phrases from a discursive background that is significantly shaped by Israel’s 
myths, without, however, intending to relate to these myths in terms of content. 

Yet both the quantity and quality of implicit allusions to the Hebrew Bible point in a different 
direction. Indeed, the wealth of textual links with the early history of Israel suggests that nothing in 
the text is a coincidence. The gaps in the text are no rents in the otherwise flawless fabric of the story. 
Rather, they function as artfully placed peepholes in an embroidered veil, revealing a reality that is 
ultimately more essential than the story itself. It takes a trained eye to see through the peepholes. 
Precisely by leaving out certain information, the author creates a very limited readership. He places 
his book within the discourse of Israel, and only a reader familiar with this discourse will 
automatically insert the correct information at the correct points. By presupposing knowledge of this 

                                                             
85 Cancik & Mohr, ‘Erinnerung/Gedächtnis,’ 311. See also above, section 3.1.1. 
86 Grossman, Esther, 245. Admittedly, Grossman finds a different ‘hidden level’ in the narrative than I do, but 
the notion as such is well observed. 
87 However, there is little ‘religious’ about this genealogy – it seems tied more to ethnic identity markers such 
as common ancestry and shared historical memories. 
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discourse, the author also implicitly affirms the canon – at that time en route to being established – of 
Israel’s religious literature as authoritative, even for Jews living in a Diaspora setting. 
 

Still, some amendments must be made. Not every aspect of the ‘old’ stories is taken over. One 
gets the impression of a movement of emancipation in which some elements of traditional Israelite 
religion survive and others, which were perhaps viewed as outdated or tied too exclusively to the land 
of Israel, are cheerfully discarded. The conclusion of the book, i.e., the celebration and installation of 
Purim, confirms this impression. 

 
7.2.4 Purim – Celebrating Community 

The book of Esther can be and has been read as nothing more than an etiology for the 
carnivalesque feast of Purim.88 Adele Berlin, for example, is very outspoken in this regard:  

 
Esther, of all the biblical books outside the Torah, is the only one that addresses the origin of 
a new festival. For this reason, if for no other, Esther should be considered a “religious” 
book. Its main concern, the very reason for its existence, is to establish Purim as a Jewish 
holiday for all generations.89  
 
This statement strongly ties the potential religious character of the book of Esther and the 

Jewish identity presented there to the festival of Purim. However, this connection stands or falls with 
the question whether or not Purim is in fact a religious holiday, and if so, whether it is a Jewish 
holiday.90 Even Berlin admits that the origins of Purim may lie outside the Jewish community, in 

                                                             
88 E.g., Moore, Esther, liii: “[T]he author of Esther was primarily concerned with telling an interesting and 
lively story which would provide the ‘historical’ basis for the festival of Purim.” Cf. Kenneth M. Craig, Reading 
Esther: A Case for the Literary Carnivalesque, Westminster/John Knox, Louisville 1995, who reads Esther as an 
apology for the raucous chracter of Purim. This is not to say that the Esther narrative and Purim have formed a 
symbiosis from the outset - a number of scholars treat the account about the installation of the holiday as a 
secondary or even tertiary addition to the narrative (e.g. David J.A. Clines, The Esther Scroll. The Story of the 
Story (JSOT Supplement Series 30), JSOT Press, Sheffield 1984, 50; Crawford, ‘Esther’; Haag, ‘Jahwe’s Krieg,’ 
32-33). However, in the present form of the text, ‘Esther’ and ‘Purim’ cannot be treated as separate entities. 
89 Berlin, Esther, xv. 
90 The names of the protagonists as well as other textual details certainly suggest profound influences from 
non-Jewish sources. Neither Mordecai nor Esther bear typically ‘Jewish’ names. In fact, both names have been 
connected to Assyrian and Babylonian deities, namely Ishtar and Marduk respectively (see, e.g., Marjo Korpel, 
‘Disillusion Among Jews in the Postexilic Period,’ in Johannes C. de Moor (ed.), The Old Testament in Its 
World. Oudtestamentische Studiën, Brill, Leiden 2005, 145). In addition to the book of Esther, Mordecai is 
attested, e.g., in Ezra 2:2, Nehemiah 7:7. Extra-biblical evidence for the frequent occurrence of the name 
Marduku or Marduka is found in the Murashû archives (Korpel, ‘Disillusion,’ 145) and the Persepolis 
Fortification texts (in both cases, the name is spelled Marduku, see Wouter F.M. Henkelmann, The Other Gods 
Who Are. Studies in Elamite-Iranian Acculturation Based on the Persepolis Fortification Texts, Nederlands 
Instituut voor het Nabije Oosten, Leiden 2008, 344, table 4.1). Partly due to the similarities in names, the tale 
of Esther has been read as a Jewish appropriation of the Babylonian New Year Festival (see, e.g, Karel Van der 
Toorn, ‘The Babylonian New Year Festival: New Insights from the Cuneiform Texts and Their Bearing on Old 
Testament Study,’ in John A. Emerton (ed.), Congress Volume: Leuven 1989. Brill, Leiden 1991, 331-339; 
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Babylonia, Persia, or even Greece.91 However, in the book of Esther, the festival is presented as 
distinctly ‘Jewish’, and I suggest that it should be approached as such. As Moore puts it: “Judaism has 
survived partly because of its ability to adopt pagan ideas and institutions by which it found itself 
surrounded, and to adapt them to its own distinctive purposes.”92 The question remains: what does 
‘distinctly Jewish’ mean in the book of Esther? And in how far is ‘Jewishness’ a religious trait?  
 

The origins of Purim as described in Esther 9 rest on two quite distinct events. The first 
‘Purim’ in 9:17-19 is presented as a spontaneous outbreak of joy – everywhere in Persia, Jews are 
celebrating the deliverance from their enemies. From verse 20 onwards, however, the spontaneity is 
quickly discarded in favor of a more strategic version. The style becomes elaborate, even ceremonial 
as the reader learns how Mordecai and later also Esther turn the spontaneous festivities into a solemn 
obligation. This style contrasts strangely with the nature of the Purim festival – after all, we know it as 
the most irreverent and unrestrained holiday of the Jewish year.93  Similar to my conclusions 
regarding the use of htvm for the Jewish celebrations, I suggest that there are two possible models, or 
genotexts, or prototypical scenarios that may account for the elaborate style. First, in the context of 
the book of Esther itself, there are the edicts written in the name of the king and sent to all the 
provinces (e.g. 3:12ff), much like the letters of Mordecai and Esther are sent to the Jews in all 
provinces of the Persian Empire (9:29). Again, a Persian act is mimicked by and simultaneously 
contrasted with a Jewish one. While the Persian letters announce oppression (1:22) and death (3:12-
15), Mordecai and Esther’s letter bring festivities and joy. Second, there are the divine 
commandments concerning the establishment of traditional Jewish holidays in the Torah.94 

Several parallels on word level can be observed with the establishment of the Mosaic festivals 
(e.g., rwdw rwd95 and hnvw hnv96). Besides, both Moses and Mordecai are called ‘great’ (Ex 11:3 and 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
Manfred Hutter, Religionen in der Umwelt des Alten Testaments I. Babylonier, Syrer, Perser (KST 4,1), 
Kohlhammer, Stuttgart, Berlin, Köln 1996. However, as Gary Knoppers points out, “[i]n Neo Babylonian and 
Persian period times, members of ethnic minorities sometimes bore Babylonian names or second names” 
(Gary N. Knoppers, Jews and Samaritans. The Origins and History of Their Early Relations, Oxford University 
Press, Oxford 2013, 148). Mordecai and Esther/Hadassah may simply reflect a common practice of their time. 
91 (Berlin, Esther, xlvi). Berlin favors a Greek background, while the possible Persian background of Purim is 
discussed at length in Moore, Esther, xlvi ff and Gerleman, Esther, 23 ff. Recently, Stephanie Dalley has 
proposed an Assyrian background for the tale, reading it as a ‘Jewish’ adaptation of an Assyrian myth, based, 
in turn, on the sack of Susa at the hands of the Assyrians in 647 BCE (Stephanie Dalley, Esther’s Revenge at 
Susa: From Sennacherib to Ahasuerus, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2008). 
92 Moore, Esther, xlix. 
93 Jeffrey Rubinstein has made a study of the inversive nature of Purim, employing the notions of liminality 
and communitas developed by Victor Turner. He concludes: “On Purim the normal contours of Jewish society 
and religion are inverted. At the same time communitas reigns with the destruction of the regular distinctions 
that govern Jewish piety and society” (Jeffrey Rubinstein, ‘Purim, Liminality, and Communitas,’ AJS Review 
17 (1992): 252). 
94 Berlin suggests that the combination of traditional notions, such as giving a historical background for the 
festival, with a contemporary, Persian mode of installment through an edict or letter, may have contributed to 
the positive reception of both Purim and the book of Esther (Berlin, Esther, xvi). 
95 Ex 3:15; 17:16; Dtr 32:7; Is 34:10, 17; Esther 9:28. 
96 Lev 25:53; Dtr 14:22; 15:20; Esther 9:21, 27. 
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survived partly because of its ability to adopt pagan ideas and institutions by which it found itself 
surrounded, and to adapt them to its own distinctive purposes.”92 The question remains: what does 
‘distinctly Jewish’ mean in the book of Esther? And in how far is ‘Jewishness’ a religious trait?  
 

The origins of Purim as described in Esther 9 rest on two quite distinct events. The first 
‘Purim’ in 9:17-19 is presented as a spontaneous outbreak of joy – everywhere in Persia, Jews are 
celebrating the deliverance from their enemies. From verse 20 onwards, however, the spontaneity is 
quickly discarded in favor of a more strategic version. The style becomes elaborate, even ceremonial 
as the reader learns how Mordecai and later also Esther turn the spontaneous festivities into a solemn 
obligation. This style contrasts strangely with the nature of the Purim festival – after all, we know it as 
the most irreverent and unrestrained holiday of the Jewish year.93  Similar to my conclusions 
regarding the use of htvm for the Jewish celebrations, I suggest that there are two possible models, or 
genotexts, or prototypical scenarios that may account for the elaborate style. First, in the context of 
the book of Esther itself, there are the edicts written in the name of the king and sent to all the 
provinces (e.g. 3:12ff), much like the letters of Mordecai and Esther are sent to the Jews in all 
provinces of the Persian Empire (9:29). Again, a Persian act is mimicked by and simultaneously 
contrasted with a Jewish one. While the Persian letters announce oppression (1:22) and death (3:12-
15), Mordecai and Esther’s letter bring festivities and joy. Second, there are the divine 
commandments concerning the establishment of traditional Jewish holidays in the Torah.94 

Several parallels on word level can be observed with the establishment of the Mosaic festivals 
(e.g., rwdw rwd95 and hnvw hnv96). Besides, both Moses and Mordecai are called ‘great’ (Ex 11:3 and 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
Manfred Hutter, Religionen in der Umwelt des Alten Testaments I. Babylonier, Syrer, Perser (KST 4,1), 
Kohlhammer, Stuttgart, Berlin, Köln 1996. However, as Gary Knoppers points out, “[i]n Neo Babylonian and 
Persian period times, members of ethnic minorities sometimes bore Babylonian names or second names” 
(Gary N. Knoppers, Jews and Samaritans. The Origins and History of Their Early Relations, Oxford University 
Press, Oxford 2013, 148). Mordecai and Esther/Hadassah may simply reflect a common practice of their time. 
91 (Berlin, Esther, xlvi). Berlin favors a Greek background, while the possible Persian background of Purim is 
discussed at length in Moore, Esther, xlvi ff and Gerleman, Esther, 23 ff. Recently, Stephanie Dalley has 
proposed an Assyrian background for the tale, reading it as a ‘Jewish’ adaptation of an Assyrian myth, based, 
in turn, on the sack of Susa at the hands of the Assyrians in 647 BCE (Stephanie Dalley, Esther’s Revenge at 
Susa: From Sennacherib to Ahasuerus, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2008). 
92 Moore, Esther, xlix. 
93 Jeffrey Rubinstein has made a study of the inversive nature of Purim, employing the notions of liminality 
and communitas developed by Victor Turner. He concludes: “On Purim the normal contours of Jewish society 
and religion are inverted. At the same time communitas reigns with the destruction of the regular distinctions 
that govern Jewish piety and society” (Jeffrey Rubinstein, ‘Purim, Liminality, and Communitas,’ AJS Review 
17 (1992): 252). 
94 Berlin suggests that the combination of traditional notions, such as giving a historical background for the 
festival, with a contemporary, Persian mode of installment through an edict or letter, may have contributed to 
the positive reception of both Purim and the book of Esther (Berlin, Esther, xvi). 
95 Ex 3:15; 17:16; Dtr 32:7; Is 34:10, 17; Esther 9:28. 
96 Lev 25:53; Dtr 14:22; 15:20; Esther 9:21, 27. 



 
 

 141 

Esther 9:4; 10:3). Accordingly, Laniak concludes: “Esther, in the end, affirms Israel’s traditions by 
creating new Torah. It demonstrates that such a dramatic deliverance of God’s chosen people ought 
to be institutionalized any time it occurs.”97 However, apart from the vocabulary, the manner in 
which Purim is installed differs fundamentally from the holidays of the Torah. There, the initiative 
for establishing a holy day is always in the hands of YHWH. He supplies the motivation and 
stipulates the precise manner of observance. There are neither spontaneous celebrations later turned 
into official holidays, nor letters by a representative of the royal house (which Mordecai has become) 
requiring the observance of a festival.98 

We are thus faced with many parallels with the Torah on the level of vocabulary on the one 
hand, and blatant differences on the level of content on the other. Which is decisive for the 
interpretation of Purim? Is Torah affirmed or undermined? In view of the literary links between the 
establishment of Purim in Esther 9 and the establishment of Pesach in Exodus 12, it is virtually 
impossible to disregard the explicit religious background of the older narrative. In fact, as argued 
above, this background is often needed in order to make sense of the narrative at all. 

However, the opposite interpretation is also possible. The author of the book of Esther seems 
to be trying to rid himself of the authority, perhaps even domination of the older texts. In line with 
this observation, Gillis Gerleman has suggested that Purim was designed as a Diaspora alternative for 
Pesach.99 Read thus, the allusions to the Exodus narrative serve the function of contrast. ‘That’s how 
it used to be done, but we can do better’ would be the general message. Indeed, the overall notion of 
the book of Esther seems to be that the Jews in Susa and the Diaspora manage quite well without 
explicit divine involvement, just like Esther manages quite well without instructions from Mordecai: 
they have averted the threat posed by Haman, and now self-sufficiently decide on the proper way to 
celebrate this feat. The installation is done Persian-style, by writing letters and sending them to the 
individual communities throughout the country. Purim, from this perspective, is ritualized, set apart 
from ordinary days, but without any reference to YHWH or other supernatural involvement.  

Interestingly, the text emphatically declares that the days of Purim are not to ‘pass away from 
the midst (@wtm) of the Jews’ (Est 9:28). This one sentence turns the perception of what is central and 
what is marginal on its head. Purim, the holiday of the diaspora, is firmly established as a 
requirement for all Jews, while other holidays, particularly Pesach, are alluded to at best, but never 
explicitly enough to speak of a positive appropriation. In fact, the day on which Haman casts the lot 
and the edict to annihilate the Jews is published is the thirteenth of Adar, one day before Pesach 
should have been celebrated.100 As Korpel points out, this would have been a perfect opportunity to 
mention Pesach, and to present the community in Susa as busily engaged in the preparations for this 
Mosaic holiday.101 Instead, Purim is presented as the central, and perhaps even the only holiday for 
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the Yehudim. The textual establishment of Purim makes use of older literary patterns and vocabulary, 
but ultimately aims at superseding the holidays presented there. 

 
The manner in which Purim is introduced thus suggests a supersession of the holidays of the 

Torah. But what about its content? How ‘religious’ are the acts that are to be performed on it? Does it 
fit some kind of schema of a ‘Jewish’ religious festival? The most prominent parallels appear to exist 
between Purim and Pesach. Like Pesach, Purim is a family or community event rather than an official 
cultic performance. And like Pesach, Purim is linked to the commemoration of a historical event. 
Concerning the precise acts performed on Purim, the information is relatively sparse. The Jews are to 
“make them days of feasting and gladness, days for sending gifts of food to one another and gifts to 
the poor” (9:17). One is reminded of Christmas in contemporary society – feasting, gifts and food, 
these seem to be the central components of the holiday of Purim. If a religious connotation is present 
at all, it is very well hidden. Nevertheless, I would argue that it is possible to construe Purim as a 
religious holiday. According to McClymond, in the absence of the temple, “prayer and fasting, study 
and charity” developed into ritual substitutes for temple sacrifice.102 Analyzing the communal fast in 
chapter 4, I concluded that a link with sacrifice may be possible, but very thin. Now, however, 
another element of sacrifice, charity, is implemented in Purim. And strikingly, the notion of fasting is 
repeated here, in 9:31, in contrast with the festive quality of the context. Again, one gets the 
impression of an alternative (Diaspora) construal of the central tenets of Judaism. Neither YHWH 
nor the observance of all kinds of cultic requirements, but a deep sense of community is central to 
this Judaism. The kernel of this community is the family, but in contrast with Pesach, Purim requires 
a reaching-out to others, by sending gifts (presumably to friends and relatives) and engaging in 
charity. 

The sharing of food and gifts is in line with a recent discussion of ritual feasts in ancient 
Israel, in which Carol Meyers describes both the social and religious functions of such feasts. She 
claims that during such feasts, “[r]eligious functions … are both embedded in and enhance all others, 
especially the social (and socioeconomic) and political (and politico-economic) ones considered 
here.”103 Concerning the former, she states: 

 
Festivals are powerful instruments for creating and maintaining social cohesion in the 
participants’ present. One of the ways this happens is by linking them to their shared history. 
Taking part in a feast fosters and maintains a sense of identity with all those understood to 
have performed the same rituals and eaten the same foods in the community’s past.104 

In the book of Esther, the reverse is the case: a new festival is installed, whose observance is 
projected into the distant future, “from generation to generation” (9:29). Still, the intention to create 
community is distinctly present in the description of Purim, as is the desire to link this community to 
a specific event in the – albeit recent - shared history. Meyers also points to the importance of the 
food per se, which she calls a kind of “material mnemonics, connecting people to their remembered 
past and to one another.”105 This aspect is less prominent in the case of Purim than it is, e.g., in the 
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Pesach meal, where each food item has a specific mnemonic function. But the consumption and 
exchange of food in itself has a function that must not be underestimated. On a social level, “it 
forestalls enmity and conflict.”106 And on a socio-economic level, 

 
intrahousehold sharing of agricultural products was an important structural component of 
agrarian life; it helped traditional farming populations achieve somewhat more nutritional 
balance in their less than ideal diets.107 

Taken together, the different aspects of feasts (mnemonic, social, and socio-economic) thus 
serve to strengthen in-group identity and solidarity – two welcome commodities in a diaspora 
community struggling to maintain its boundaries and its economic subsistence. Supplemented by the 
notion of alternative sacrifice (charity), a religious dimension of Purim is at the very least imaginable, 
although the function of horizontal community-building far exceeds any religious aspects.  

 

7.3 Ethnic Identity in Esther108 

The analysis of religion in the book of Esther has yielded ambivalent results. The narrative 
abounds in ritual and ‘mythical’ allusions, but does not explicitly link either to the work of YHWH. It 
remains difficult to say how exactly the omnipresent label (~)ydwhy must be understood. In what 
follows, I apply the theories of ethnicity developed above to the book of Esther, trying to shed some 
light on the ethnic connotations of (~)ydwhy. I suggest that Mordecai and Haman, and more 
specifically the relationship between the two offers a distinct approach to what it means to be ‘Jewish’ 
(or otherwise) in the book of. An analysis of the way these two antagonists function within the text is 
revealing about ethnic identity in general, and ‘Jewish’ identity in particular.  

 
7.3.1  (~)ydwhy and y g ga  – Names of Human Populations? 

The designation (~)ydwhy occurs an astonishing 58 times in the Book of Esther – by far the 
highest count (absolute and relative) of all books of the Hebrew Bible. Other books with a significant 
number of occurrences are Jeremiah (14), Nehemiah (11), and Ezra (8). In most of the latter texts, the 
term (~)ydwhy appears to refer to ethnic identity, especially where this identity must be fenced off 
against other groups.109 Interestingly, the fact that the designation is based on the homeland Yehud 
does not always imply that an individual ydwhy lives or has lived in that region. In fact, the opposite 
seems to be true: As Christiane Karrer points out, “[d]ie Belege lassen im Gegenteil einen 
Schwerpunkt auf der Bezeichnung von Judäern im ‘Ausland’ erkennen.” 110  This observation 
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107 Meyers, ‘Feasts,’ 161. 
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certainly holds true for the ~ydwhy in the Book of Esther, who initially seem to be quite happily settled 
in their Diaspora surroundings. 

The narrative unfolds against the backdrop of the ethnic diversity of the Persian Empire. In 
general, this diversity is acknowledged but not problematized, neither by the ‘Jews’ nor by their 
Persian masters - royal edicts, for example, are proclaimed ‘in each people’s tongue’ (1:22). Apart 
from the issue of language, there is very little attention for the different ethnicities present in Esther. 
Only two characters are introduced with mention of their respective ethnic background: Mordecai 
the ydwhy and Haman the ygga, usually translated as ‘Jew’ and ‘Agagite’ respectively (see, e.g. the 
rendering in NIV, KJV, NKJV, and ASV). It is the antagonism between these men that leads to the 
main crisis of the book of Esther – the threat of the annihilation of an entire people. 

 
At first sight, the terms ydwhy and ygga seem to precisely mirror one another: they denote two of 

the many ethnic entities present in the Persian empire, represented by two diametrically opposed 
protagonists. But as so often, appearances are misleading. The terms do not describe (members of) a 
‘real’ group. They are literary emblems, meant to forcefully sum up particular character traits - 
implied for the informed reader - without having to explicate them. Both depend heavily on the 
reader’s knowledge of a variety of intertexts. Without this knowledge, the actions and motivations of 
Mordecai the ydwhy and Haman the ygga are nothing less than unintelligible. But there is a crucial 
difference in perspective: ydwhy is constructed and defined from the ‘inside’, with texts that form the 
cultural heritage of anyone classifying him-or herself as a member of this group. ygga on the other 
hand, is the extrapolation of an enemy from Israel’s distant past into the narrative present from the 
perspective of Israel itself.  

 Looking first at ydwhy and then at ygga, I hope to demonstrate how this difference in 
perspective results in important qualitative differences. While (~)ydwhy denotes a ‘real’ (albeit 
constructed) group with many or even all the traits necessary to form an ethnie, the value of ygga is 
principally if not wholly symbolic. Put differently: (~)ydwhy denotes a multidimensional concept, a 
blend of diverse notions such as blood relationship, shared cultural memories, shared interests etc., in 
short, a concept that corresponds closely to Hutchinson and Smith’s approach to ethnic identity. In 
comparison, ygga occurs only once, and is strikingly (though understandably) one-dimensional: it is 
the personification of ‘the other’, ‘the opponent’ - a derivative, not an independent entity.111 Seen in 
this light, a hidden power play in the text becomes apparent. On the level of the plot, certainly in the 
first half of the book, Haman the ygga is in control. His power almost parallels the king’s, and he 
threatens the Jews in their very existence. However, looking at the identity constructed in and 
through the text, Haman is in the inferior (female?) position of ‘the other’ who lives by the grace of 
what the narrative construes as the ethnic identity against which all others must be measured (and 
ultimately fail): ydwhy. 

 
7.3.2 Mordecai the ydwhy  

In the Book of Esther, ydwhy is almost synonymous with ‘Mordecai’: “He acts not as an 
individual but as the Jew.”112 This cousin and guardian of Esther is labeled an ydwhy (vya) at least ten 
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111 Cf, e.g., Beal, Hiding; Davies, ‘Haman’; Jackson, Comedy. 
112 Fox, Character and Ideology in the Book of Esther, 186, italics in original. 
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times; Esther on the other hand, is never referred to as such. In Mordecai’s introduction into the 
narrative (2:5-6), a number of ethnic identity marker are present: 

 
ydwhy vya 

hrybh !vwvb hyh 

ykdrm wmvw 

vyq !b y[mv-!b ryay !b 

ynymy vya 

 A Judean man 
was in the citadel Susa,  
and his name was Mordecai,  
son of Jair, son of Shimei, son of Kish,  
a Benjaminite,  

~ylvwrym hlgh rva 

htlgh rva hlgh-~[ 

 hdwhy-$lm hynky ~[ 

hlgh rva 

lbb $lm rcandkdwbn 

 who had been exiled from Jerusalem 
during the exile that had taken place  
under Jeconiah, king of Judah,  
who had been taken into exile  
by Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babel. 

 
Besides the name of the group – (~)ydwhy – the verses contain references to more or less 

mythical ancestors, shared historical memories, and a link with a homeland. ydwhy can be and often 
has been read as denoting not only an ethnic, but also a cultural-religious identity, as witnessed by the 
many modern translations rendering it as ‘Jew’. However, this is a bold assumption, especially in 
view of the – at first glance - very limited religious content of the book of Esther. It seems safer to 
start with a much narrower definition of ydwhy - Judean - and to broaden it if the analysis suggests that 
the text invites such a reading. 

 
7.3.2.1 Common Ancestry and Historical Memories 
I have repeatedly pointed out that the intertextual character of the book of Esther is crucial 

for an understanding of its religious content. In the following, I hope to show that this intertextual 
character has everything to do with the ethnic identity being constructed here as well. The book of 
Esther is nothing less than a bricolage of many of the ‘shared historical memories’ and ‘myths of 
common ancestry’ recounted in the rest of the Hebrew Bible. Mordecai’s genealogy in 2:5 is a 
particularly eloquent example of the intertextual character of the book, since here, ‘biological’ and 
narrative heritage – or ‘myths of common ancestry’ and ‘shared historical memories’ intertwine. In 
these verses, which I deem essential for understanding ethnicity in the book of Esther, ~ydwhy are those 
who belong to the same bloodline, and who share or at least understand the ‘historical memories’ 
alluded to by means of the genealogy and the reference to the deportation from Jerusalem. 

 
The introduction of Mordecai starts with a genealogy, listing what appear to be Mordecai’s 

father, grandfather, and great-grandfather. Jair, Mordecai’s father, cannot convincingly be tied to any 
particular hero from Israel’s past.113 However, in the case of Shimei, introduced as Mordecai’s 
grandfather, and Kish, his great-grandfather, intertextual links seem to suggest themselves. Historical 
plausibility is abandoned in order to link Mordecai to two individuals from the early days of the 

                                                             
113 The Hebrew Bible mentions two other men of this name: Jair the son of Manasseh (Num 32:42; Dtr 3:14) 
and Jair the judge from Gilead (Jdg 10:3; 1 Chr 1:22); however, none of these is a Benjaminite, or otherwise 
connected to Mordecai in any discernable way. 
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kingdom of Israel/Judah: Shimei, a Benjaminite cursing king David in 2 Samuel 16, and Kish, the 
father of Saul. 

Kish is known as the ‘mighty’ father of Israel’s first king, the Benjaminite Saul (1 Sam 9:1). 
Saul, of course, would lose his throne to David after decennia of strife between the two men. But 
according to 1 Samuel 15, it was not so much the rise of David that caused Saul’s eventual defeat, but 
rather Saul’s own disobedience to YHWH. Significantly, it is Saul’s failure to completely wipe out the 
Amalekites, including their king Agag, that results in YHWH rejecting him as king. It is up to Saul’s 
‘heir’ Mordecai to repair this ‘mistake’, and he does so – with a vengeance. 

The narrative about Shimei, a Benjaminite from Bahurim and from the same clan as Saul, is 
intriguing enough in its own right, but acquires a new dimension through the combination with Kish 
in the genealogy of Mordecai. Approximately two or three generations younger than Kish, Shimei 
makes his first appearance during the rebellion of Absalom. After David has fled from Jerusalem to 
save himself, Shimei pelts the king and his officials with stones, calling David a “man of blood”, 
unworthy of kingship (2 Sam 16:7-8). Shortly before his death, the ageing king David remembers 
Shimei and his offense. He charges Solomon to “bring down his [Shimei’s] gray head to the grave in 
blood” (1 Kgs 2:9). Shimei is the last of a number of potential enemies of the new king who let their 
life in the course of this chapter. Significantly, the account of Shimei’s death is followed by the 
statement that “the kingdom was firmly established in the hand of Solomon” (1 Kgs 2:46). 
Apparently, Shimei – as supporter of Israel’s first king Saul - was the last obstacle between Solomon 
and his claim to the throne. 

The names of Kish and Shimei thus join forces to conjure up memories of an ancient royal 
line cut short by the appearance of ‘bloody’ David. What is the significance of these names in the 
genealogy of Mordecai? Do they simply serve to supply Mordecai with royal pedigree of some sort, to 
make him a more suitable antagonist of Haman the Agagite, alleged descendant of Amalekite 
royalty? Or do they have a different function? Does the book of Esther not only advocate an 
alternative holiday, but also an alternative leader for the ‘Jewish’ people? A leader who does not 
continue the crippled Davidic line, but who takes up the work Saul has left undone (i.e., kill the 
Agagites), thereby rehabilitating this first king and reaffirming his claim to the throne?114 The sources 
that have survived as canonic literature are almost unanimous in their preference for David. But in 
the book of Esther, the names of Kish/Saul and Shimei carry a certain heritage of meaning, and their 
presence in Mordecai’s genealogy is no coincidence. Indeed, they are more than just ‘names’, and 
their significance pertains to more than ‘ancestry’ or alleged bloodlines. Each name evokes a 
narrative. As such, they form an important part of the ‘shared historical memories’ defining ydwhy in 

                                                             
114 Jonathan Grossman discovers hints that Esther and Mordecai take over where Saul had left off in other 
details of the texts as well, e.g., the similar wording of Est 1:19 and 1 Sam 15: 28 (Grossman, Esther, 56). Yairah 
Amit has pointed out that an anti-Saul polemic can be discerned in several texts from the Persian period, 
notably Judges 19-21 (the Benjaminite uprising) and the Chronicler’s account of Saul’s reign (Yairah Amit, 
‘The Saul Polemic in the Persian Period,’ in Oded Lipschits & Manfred Oeming (eds), Judah and the Judeans 
in the Persian Period. Eisenbrauns, Winona Lake 2006, 647-661). A pro-Saul polemic in the book of Esther, 
perhaps symptomatic of a more generally spread discourse portraying the descendants of Saul as enduring 
alternative for the Davidic dynasty, could offer a reasonable explanation for the tendency of other texts to 
emphasize the failure of Saul’s reign. See also Diana Edelman, King Saul in the Historiography of Judah, JSOT 
Press, Sheffield 1991.  
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the book of Esther – memories that are further fleshed out through the figure of Haman the ygga (see 
below, section 7.3.3). 

 
7.3.2.2 Homeland and Historical Memories  
The ‘historical memories’ of the Yehudim are further specified in connection with another 

aspect of ethnicity: the homeland, or rather, lack of a homeland. 
In general, defined very narrowly, ydwhy simply denotes someone from the kingdom of Judah 

or the Persian province Yehud – a Judean or Judahite in the geographic sense of the word. Mordecai 
certainly qualifies as a ‘Judahite’ in this limited sense – he is introduced as exile from Jerusalem, the 
former capital and ‘heart’ of the kingdom of Judah. It seems no more than logical to identify these 
geographic roots with the ‘homeland’ aspect of crucial for ethnic identity. However, geographical 
roots are not quite the same as a ‘homeland’. Would it not be stretching the text too far to speak of a 
‘symbolic attachment’ in this instance? After all, Mordecai’s provenance is recounted in a very 
matter-of-fact tone, as a historical detail without any symbolic significance.115 This verse is the only 
reference to anything connected to the ‘homeland’ of the ‘Jews’ in the whole book of Esther. And 
even this one reference appears to have very limited connotations, and certainly no symbolic or 
emotional value. ‘Judah’ in the book of Esther really seems to be just ‘Judah’, not the idealized home 
of the Jewish people every faithful deportee hopes to return to; Jerusalem is its political capital, and 
not the holy city of Zion the prophets dreamed of or the site that inspired the memory of the exiles. If 
there is any symbolic attachment involved, it seems to be very limited indeed.  

Admittedly, one detail hints that there may be at least a little more to Mordecai’s link with 
Judah than the matter-of-fact tone suggests. A few quick calculations show that unless Mordecai had 
a Methuselah-like life expectancy, it is impossible that he was indeed exiled with Jeconiah (597 BCE) 
and still alive during the reign of Ahasuerus/Xerxes (485-465 BCE). Historical accuracy, or even 
credibility, is abandoned here in order to tie Mordecai to Jerusalem and Judah.116 Apparently, 
connecting Mordecai with the homeland of the ~ydwhy is important enough to warrant this instance of 
artistic freedom. 

 
There is, however, another way of reading this verse, one that does not focus on the notion of 

‘homeland’, but rather on the ‘shared historical memories’ described here. Esther 2:6 is dominated by 
variations on the verbal stem hlg (‘go into exile’), which occurs as often as four times in this one 

                                                             
115 This can be contrasted with texts such as Psalm 137, where the pain over the separation from Jerusalem (or 
Zion, as it is referred to in verse 1 and 3) seeps through every line, and proper worship is deemed impossible in 
an exilic setting. 
116 To circumvent this difficulty in dating, one might argue that ‘being exiled’ pertains to Kish, Mordecai’s 
great-grandfather, rather than to Mordecai himself. However, it seems to me that ynymy vya takes up the thread 
initiated by ydwhy vya and interrupted by the insertion of the genealogical remarks (see also Moore, Esther, 20, 
27). Incidentally, Beal observes that the identification with both Judah and Benjamin is somewhat of a 
contradictio in terminis, since “the location of Shimei and the tribe of Benjamin in relation to David and the 
centralized Judahite monarchy is both marginal and subversive. […] Already then, at this initial introduction 
of the first Jewish character in the narrative, his very title suggests ambiguity in Jewish identity”, (Beal, Hiding, 
33). 
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verse.117 The events alluded to here are recounted in more detail in 2 Kgs 24: 8-17, Jer 27:1; 27:20, and 
2 Chr 36:15-21. These texts describe the attack against Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar in 598 BCE, 
which resulted in the exile of the royal family and many soldiers, craftsmen, and priests – in other 
words, the political, military, and religious elite, which would continue to shape Judahite identity 
even from the Diaspora. Especially in 2 Kings and Jeremiah, derivatives of hlg are used several times 
as well, but it seems inadvisable to speak of direct intertextuality here – after all, hlg is a relatively 
common word, and there is nothing idiomatic about the description of the events in either one of the 
sources. It is not so much an intertextual link with specific literary sources that is at stake here, but 
rather the events themselves – the shared historical memories of the diaspora community. 

In Esther, it is not the homeland that makes someone a ydwhy, but rather the common 
experience of being deported from that homeland.118 In other words, the narrative of deportation and 
life in exile can be construed as an important element of the ‘shared historical memories’ defining an 
ydwhy vya in the book of Esther. Beal, although not referring to ethnicity as a sociological concept, 
makes a very similar observation: “To be Jewish, is, in the book of Esther, to know exile as formative 
experience.”119 Time and again, it appears that a positive appreciation of diaspora and of the diaspora 
community as bearers of ‘Jewish’ identity is central to this narrative.120 

Nevertheless, despite all positive overtones, life in diaspora is potentially fraught with danger, 
and in the book of Esther, this danger is personified in the figure of Haman.  

 
7.3.3 Hating Haman – an Element of Common Culture? 

At first sight, Haman the Agagite (ygga) seems to be the natural counterpart of Mordecai the 
ydwhy. In a formulation that closely parallels Mordecai’s introduction as ydwhy vya, the son of Jewish 
ancestors, Haman is called yggah atdmh !b (3:1). So far, Haman’s identity is purely genealogical and 
seemingly neutral: he is the son of one Hammedatha, an Agagite. However, while Mordecai’s identity 
is further specified with an elaborate genealogy, shared historical memories, and a homeland, the text 
does not reveal how ygga must be understood – whether as a people, a family line, or a geographical 
provenance. As so often, it is up to the reader to fill this gap with prior knowledge. 

                                                             
117 See, e.g., Anne-Mareike Wetter, ‘Balancing the Scales: The Construction of the Exile as Countertradition in 
the Bible,’ in Bob Becking & Anne-Mareike Wetter (eds), From Babylon to Eternity. The Exile Remembered 
and Constructed in Text and Tradition. Equinox, Sheffield 2009, 34-56 for some reflections on the 
connotations of  hlg in the Hebrew Bible. 
118 Again, see Karrer, Verfassung, 150 
119 Beal, Hiding, 33. Kuan speaks of Mordecai’s “convoluted” and “hybrid” identity (Kuan, ‘Diasporic 
Reading,’ 168-169): “As a hybridized people, the diasporic community of Mordecai, therefore, lives and travels 
back and forth among several ‘worlds’ at the same time and is an interpreter of one culture to the other.” 
120 Grossman, for example, argues to the contrary that “the narrator takes a concealed negative view of exile 
throughout the narrative” (Grossman, Esther, 242. Cf. Marjo Korpel, ‘Theodicy in the Book of Esther,’ in A. 
Laato & Johannes C. de Moor (eds), Theodicy in the World of the Bible. Brill, Leiden 2003, 334-350). It would 
indeed go too far, perhaps, to argue that the attitude towards Exile/Diaspora propagated in Esther is 
unequivocally positive – the dangers to Jewish survival are too great to maintain this claim. Nevertheless, the 
narrative does seem to commend the way the community, and especially Esther and Mordecai, deal with this 
threat. 
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117 See, e.g., Anne-Mareike Wetter, ‘Balancing the Scales: The Construction of the Exile as Countertradition in 
the Bible,’ in Bob Becking & Anne-Mareike Wetter (eds), From Babylon to Eternity. The Exile Remembered 
and Constructed in Text and Tradition. Equinox, Sheffield 2009, 34-56 for some reflections on the 
connotations of  hlg in the Hebrew Bible. 
118 Again, see Karrer, Verfassung, 150 
119 Beal, Hiding, 33. Kuan speaks of Mordecai’s “convoluted” and “hybrid” identity (Kuan, ‘Diasporic 
Reading,’ 168-169): “As a hybridized people, the diasporic community of Mordecai, therefore, lives and travels 
back and forth among several ‘worlds’ at the same time and is an interpreter of one culture to the other.” 
120 Grossman, for example, argues to the contrary that “the narrator takes a concealed negative view of exile 
throughout the narrative” (Grossman, Esther, 242. Cf. Marjo Korpel, ‘Theodicy in the Book of Esther,’ in A. 
Laato & Johannes C. de Moor (eds), Theodicy in the World of the Bible. Brill, Leiden 2003, 334-350). It would 
indeed go too far, perhaps, to argue that the attitude towards Exile/Diaspora propagated in Esther is 
unequivocally positive – the dangers to Jewish survival are too great to maintain this claim. Nevertheless, the 
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This knowledge is crucial not only in order to supply Haman with an ethnic background, but 
even more importantly, to understand Mordecai’s refusal to bow down before him, and Haman’s 
reaction to this refusal.121 Scorned pride seems a rather weak motive for large-scale genocide. The 
reader must search for rationalizations for this intense hatred between Haman and the ‘Jews’ outside 
the text. Jonathan Magonet, for example, offers an explanation that underlines the convergences 
between Haman and Mordecai – after all, as an Agagite, Haman, too, occupies a position as outsider 
within the Persian Empire. His position is no less precarious than Mordecai’s. Consequently, he is 
ever “ready to invent a scapegoat to insure the continuance of his power.”122 Beal takes up this notion 
of shared identity and projection, remarking that “Mordecai is Haman’s negative image.”123 This 
blurring of identities, which is currently performed in the celebration of Purim, is intriguing, and 
may even be true enough on the level of psychology. However, a close reading of the power play 
within the text reveals that Haman and Mordecai do not move on the same level. Haman is not 
granted a full-fledged ethnic (or, for that matter, human) identity – his identity is shaped purely from 
the perspective of the ~ydwhy. Against the background of earlier encounters between Israel and 
Haman’s people, Haman’s enmity is not only understandable but even predictable – as an Agagite in 
a ‘Jewish’ narrative, he must persecute the Jews - his identity, drawn by the pen of a ‘Jewish’ author, 
demands it.124 

 
The figure of Agag, the forefather to whom Haman’s biological ancestry must be traced, 

appears in 1 Sam 15, where he is introduced as the king of the Amalekites.125 The chapter begins with 
Samuel commanding Saul to destroy this people, to “punish them for what they did to Israel as they 

                                                             
121 This is also recognized by Moore, who observes: “Mordecai refused to bow down to the king’s prime 
minister, Haman, because he was an Amalekite and thus the mortal enemy of all Jews” (Moore, Esther, xvii). 
There are, however, myriad other theories to account for Mordecai’s actions. Of course, the conventional 
explanation is that Mordecai, as a Jew, would bow down only to God, and that his refusal must be seen as a 
sign for his obedience to the commandments of YHWH. Taking the opposite stance, Korpel claims that 
Mordecai’s refusal to bow before Haman can hardly be construed as an observance of Jewish/Israelite law or 
custom – paying homage to humans occupying a higher place in a hierarchy is never perceived as a problem in 
other biblical texts, and Persian kings were not perceived as deities, much less their advisors (Korpel, ‘De Ester 
Code,’ 192). Read thus, Mordecai’s behavior proves his distance to the traditions of Israel rather than his 
Jewishness. Berlin has yet another explanation, which breaks entirely with theories that refer in some way to 
Jewish custom or law: instead, she points to the literary parallels between the book of Esther and Greek 
historiography about the Persian Empire, and sees in 3:2 just one more instance of these parallels: “[T]he book 
of Esther adopts for the purpose of its plot the Greek abhorrence of bowing down to humans” (Berlin, Esther, 
xxxi). 
122 Jonathan Magonet, ‘The Liberal and the Lady: Esther Revisited,’ Judaism 29 (1980): 175. 
123 Beal, Hiding, 58. 
124 Cf., e.g., André LaCoque, Esther Regina: A Bakthinian Reading (Rethinking Theory), Northwestern 
University Press, Evanston 2008, 68. 
125 Römer suggests that the texts referring to the Amalekites in extremely hostile words, among them 1 Sam 15 
and Dtr 25:12-17, are exilic additions meant to discredit the line of Saul and boost the Davidic claim to the 
kingship (Thomas Römer, The So-Called Deuteronomistic History. A Sociological, Historical, and Literary 
Introduction, T&T Clark, London, New York 2007, 132 (n. 49), 146). Even if his suggestion proved to be true, 
the texts from 1 Samuel and Deuteronomy would still precede Esther.  
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waylaid them as they came out of Egypt” (1 Sam 15:2). There is a kind of double intertextuality at 
work here, sending the reader from one text to the next in her search for the connotations of ygga. 
What exactly did the Amalekites do during the Exodus from Egypt that would justify Samuel’s order 
to “totally destroy everything that belongs to them” (1 Sam 15:3)? 

The answer lies in Exodus 17, where the Amalekites attack the Israelites during their desert 
wanderings. The incident is concluded by stating: “YHWH will be at war against the Amalekites from 
generation to generation” (Ex 17:16). Yet another text, Deuteronomy 25, offers an explanation for the 
prolonged divine wrath: “When you were weary and worn out, they met you on your journey and cut 
off all who were lagging behind; they had no fear of God” (Dtr 25:18).126 In the next verse, destroying 
the Amalekites is turned into something of a religious duty:  

 
When YHWH your God gives you rest from all the enemies around you in the land he is 
giving you to possess as an inheritance, you shall blot out the memory of Amalek from under 
heaven. Do not forget! 
 
This commandment takes the reader by surprise, both due to its harsh content and to the 

context in which it is spoken. Deuteronomy 25, as well as the preceding chapters, consists of a variety 
of seemingly randomly assembled regulations pertaining to the organization of Israelite society in the 
Promised Land, ranging from issues concerning criminal and family law, to economy, to ‘animal 
rights’ (Dtr 25:4).127 The commandment to remember and avenge the Amalekites’ deeds during the 
Exodus seems misplaced in this context – and yet I would argue that it is precisely this context that is 
highly significant for understanding the ethnic and perhaps also religious identity constructed in the 
book of Esther.  

 
Very broadly, the regulations enumerated in Deuteronomy 25 and the preceding chapters 

can be construed as a description of ideal Israelite ‘culture’. After having spelled out the religious and 
cultic duties of the new nation in Deuteronomy 4-14, the text turns to more mundane matters - the 
conditions upon which Israel is to build its daily life. ‘This is how things are done around here’ seems 
to be the central theme of these chapters, and every so often, there is a stab at those ‘on the outside’, 
with their ‘detestable practices’ (Dtr 18:9). To commemorate the misconduct of the Amalekites and 
its consequences here is to declare hatred of the Amalekites part of the culture of Israel. And although 
none of the other cultural markers spelled out in these chapters can be found in the book of Esther, 
this one significant detail has been taken up and imbued with new life. ‘Israel’ in the book of Esther, 
is not so much defined by means of specific modes of (cultural) behavior, but rather through its 
relationship with one specific (real or invented) other group – the Amalekites. This particular group 

                                                             
126 Benno Jacob asserts that the deed of the Amalakites was considered as “gänzliche moralische Verderbtheit”, 
because they did not shrink back from attacking a people of refugees that were, at the time, on a religious 
pilgrimage (Benno Jacob, Das Buch Exodus. Hrsg. im Auftrag des Leo Baeck Instituts von Shlomo Mayer unter 
Mitw. von Joachim Hahn und Almuth Jürgensen, Calwer, Stuttgart 1997, 503f.). The Amalekites, according to 
Jacob’s interpretation, had placed themselves outside of human society, and thus did not deserve to be treated 
humanely. 
127 The verses preceding those about the Amalekites, for example, cover the exceedingly ordinary matter of 
differing weights, which, by the way, YHWH “detests”. 
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has been Israel’s enemy since before the establishment of the latter as a nation.128 And contrary to the 
deconstruction of Moab as enemy occurring in the book of Ruth, the book of Esther maintains and 
expands on the image of Amalek as dehumanized antagonist, intent on the destruction of the 
narrative’s in-group. 

 
The strong intertextual links with narratives about Israel’s very beginnings imply that the 

group defining itself as ~ydwhy in the book of Esther cannot be conceived apart from the people of 
YHWH as construed in the Torah and the Deuteronomistic writings. The prediction that “YHWH 
will be at war against the Amalekites from generation to generation” (Ex 17:16) spans a bridge from 
Moses via Saul to Mordecai and Esther. Haman the ygga is not simply an extraordinarily malicious and 
violent individual, nor is he the representative of an existing ethnic group. He is Amalek and Agag 
resurrected, the prototype of Israel’s perpetual enemy, and it is the duty of any ‘Israelite’ in general 
and a Benjaminite and heir of Saul in particular to stand up to him – and certainly not to bow down 
before him. In his ‘autobiography’ of Haman, Philip R. Davies offers a playful and yet disturbing 
account of this phenomenon from the perspective of Haman himself. Here, Haman finds the identity 
of an ‘Amalekite’ thrust on him by an overly ambitious Mordecai. And having done some research 
on the hostility between Israel and Amalek – a hostility provoked and sustained by Israel – Haman 
concludes:  

 
Well, I have to say, I did find my attitude towards Jews changing. It shouldn’t have. I am sure 
these are ancient legends. I am sure no good Jew goes round looking for Amalekites to 
exterminate. I am sure no Jew would recognize an Amalekite if he saw one!  
But one Jew does. He pins the label ‘Agagite’ on me, and the old stories of racial hatred begin 
their insidious work. On both sides. Jews begin to hate me. I begin to hate them. Mardukai 
waits for his own advancement. Brilliant. Like the ancient Amalekites, I am the victim of 
hatred but am going to be blamed. I am going to have hatred pinned on me.129 
 
Of course, the viciously scheming Mordecai sketched by Davies bears little resemblance to 

the hero of the book of Esther. But Davies succeeds in exposing the power play on the level of the text, 
a power play that begins by casting both Mordecai and Haman as prototypes grounded in Israel’s 
past. Mordecai cannot help defying Haman, and Haman cannot help conspiring against the (~)ydwhy – 
his identity, firmly rooted in the narrative heritage forming the backdrop of the book of Esther, 
demands it. The enmity between the two constitutes one of the rules (as defined in discourse analysis) 
on which the logic of the text rests. 

 

                                                             
128 Indeed, the characterization of Amalek as counterpart of Israel goes back even further than the Exodus, to 
the time of Jacob and Esau. In Gen 36: 12, Amalek is introduced as son of Eliphaz and grandson of Esau. 
Eliphaz’ mother (and Amalek’s grandmother) is Adah, one of Esau’s Hittite wives, who was ‘a source of grief’ 
to Isaac and Rebekah (Gen 26:34-35; 36:2; although the names differ in both accounts, it seems safe to assume 
that Adah was one of the undesired daughters-in-law). In other words, as Benno Jacob puts it, Amalek is a 
“Bastard eines Bastards”, who had willfully denied his relationship with Abraham and his God (Jacob, Exodus, 
501). As a descendant of Esau, especially by a Horirite concubine (Gen 36:20-22), he had no place in the 
further history of Israel except as a negative counterpart of the sons of Jacob. 
129 Davies, ‘Haman,’ 145. 
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All of the above suggests that the book of Esther presents a Jewish identity characterized by 
narratives rather than practices. On the other hand, the entire narrative of Esther culminates in the 
implementation of a new practice: the festival of Purim. These two facets are closely related. 
Narratives, however powerful they may be, are not enough to provide the ‘glue’ for lasting social 
boundaries and commitments. They have to be reinforced by practices. Without the feast of 
Thanksgiving, the pilgrim aspect of American identity would have lost much of its impetus. And 
without Purim, Jewish identity in Diaspora would lose much of its vitality. Purim integrates the 
‘shared myths’ and the ‘common culture’ of the Jewish people in an innovating way, and confidently 
claims its place in the heart of (Diaspora) Jewish identity. 

 

7.3.4 A Chosen People? 

Tradition, that ‘temporal aspect of culture’, providing it with ‘a past, a presence, and a 
future’,130 obviously plays a central role in the book of Esther. And although religious traditions in the 
sense of statements about God or unambiguously religious rituals are lacking, the references to 
Israel’s great narrative about God’s involvement with his people hint that the religious layer is not 
quite as absent as might have appeared at first glance.  

One important notion touching on both ethnic and religious identity is the construal of Israel 
as YHWH’s chosen people. Based on Smith’s construal of ethnic election and Vriezen’s analysis of 
election in the Hebrew Bible, I have put forward five characteristics of divine election in the Hebrew 
Bible: 1) The initiative for this election rests with the deity; 2) election is not merit-based; 3) the deity 
promises protection and success in exchange for obedience; 4) failure to live up to the divine precepts 
will lead to punishment and 5) the chosen people are entrusted with “a unique role in the moral 
economy of global salvation.”131 

 
Attempts to locate the notion of ethnic election in the book of Esther are extremely sparse.132 

Indeed, I would claim that they are surprisingly sparse, considering the language of election 
employed in the book and the continuous emphasis the narrative places on the uniqueness of the 
‘Jewish’ people. 

 
Vriezen lists a number of terms that partake of the semantic field of election. According to his 

study, bha, to love, arq or ~v rxz, to call by name, and words connected with honor all play some role 
in this context.133 All of these words or notions can be retraced in the book of Esther, albeit in very 
different situations.  

                                                             
130 Nash, Cauldron, 14. 
131 Smith, Chosen Peoples, 48-49. See above, section 4.2. 
132 There is, to my knowledge, only one study explicitly devoted to this subject, and even this study bases itself 
on the Greek texts of Esther (see Marco Zappella, ‘L’immagine dell’elezione come strumento dell’esaltazione 
apologetica di Israele secondo quattro testi ebraici in lingua greca (Tobia, Ben Sira, Giuditta, Ester),’ Ricerche 
Storico Bibliche 17 (2005): 167-201). Cf. Edith and Meir Lubetski, The Book of Esther: A Classified 
Bibliography, Sheffield Phoenix Press, Sheffield 2008. 
133 Vriezen, Erwählung, 54f, 69. 
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Bibliography, Sheffield Phoenix Press, Sheffield 2008. 
133 Vriezen, Erwählung, 54f, 69. 
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First of all, in Esther 2:14, the reader learns that the king must call by name (~vb harqn) the 
young woman chosen to become queen. The expression is reminiscent of texts that refer to God 
calling Israel by name (e.g., Dtr 25:10; Is 49:1; 63:15), However, in Esther, it is not God calling but a 
human king, and the one being called is just one individual, whose ties with the people of Israel are 
strained at best. Only a few verses down, in 2:17, the reader learns that “the king loved (bha) Esther 
more than all the virgins”. Again, terminology that is also used in the context of election (Dtr 4:37; 
10:15; Is 43:4; Jer 31:3) is employed, but on a human, individual level. Something similar is the case 
with Mordecai in 6:11 and 9:3-4. He is honored above all other men, much like Israel will be honored 
by YHWH according to Dtr 26:19 – if they keep the divine commandments. But again, the honorer is 
another human being, and the only honoree is Mordecai, not the ~ydwhy as a group. 

 
On the other hand, the book does seem to presuppose a special status for all the ~ydwhy, 

without, however, explaining what this status is based on. The nature of the special status itself is 
presented as ambiguous – a blessing and a curse, so to speak. In the first part of the narrative, Jews are 
portrayed as an endangered species, more so than other ethnic minorities. Mordecai warns Esther not 
to disclose her ethnic background at a peculiar moment in the narrative (2:10), at a time when there 
is no threat yet on the horizon.134 Haman has not entered the scene, nor do we know of any other 
hostilities against the Yehudim. As already discussed, ethnic diversity seems to have been an accepted 
fact in the Persian Empire as portrayed in the book of Esther – every minority receives royal laws in 
their own language, and sharing the table with the different nationalities present in Susa is not 
problematic even for the king. Through his warning to Esther, Mordecai creates a special case for the 
Jews in an otherwise seemingly untroubled multi-ethnic environment. Admittedly, his caution 
foreshadows the events that will unfold in the following chapters, but at this particular point in the 
narrative, it serves only to create bewilderment, and a vague notion that apparently, being a Jew 
comes with unspecified dangers. It is one of those instances in the text in which certain assumptions 
– in this case that Jews are a threatened species – are put forward without any motivation, implying 
that they are too commonsensical to be in need of clarification. Could the anti-Judaist feelings be a 
figment of Mordecai’s imagination, a self-fulfilling prophecy, as Davies has so provokingly 
suggested?135 Whether real or imagined, the suggestion that one’s group is threatened by ‘everyone 
else’ is a powerful tool to create a strong in-group identity. 

 
Later, the dangers to the Jews will prove to be very real, even lethal, as Haman turns out to be 

only the tip of the iceberg of anti-Judaism in the Persian Empire. The text offers no satisfactory 
explanation for this ubiquitous hatred. Haman, of course, has been insulted by Mordecai (and as an 
Agagite, it is his narrative fate to stand in opposition to the ‘Jews’). However, the motivation behind 
the hate against the ‘Jews’ by the rest of the population is less obvious – unless one reads Haman’s 
claim that the Jews “keep themselves separate from other people” and that “their law is different” 
from everyone else’s (3:8) as a valid explanation. Initially, it seems as though the ‘Jews’, then, pay the 
price of election (separation from other groups and observance of special laws) without reaping its 

                                                             
134 Although one might also think that Mordecai’s warning concerns Esther’s religious background, the exact 
wording (“her people and her native land”) really point in the direction of ethnic identity. 
135 Davies, ‘Haman’. 
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benefits (divine protection and blessing). However, this conclusion would lead too far. As Korpel 
pointedly remarks, not a drop of Jewish blood is spilled in the entire narrative. Indeed, in Fox’s 
words, “[t]he most important structural theme in Esther […] is the idea that an event intended to 
harm the Jews eventuates in its opposite.”136 The triumph of the ~ydwhy over their enemies is described 
in language reminiscent of Israel’s wars against the Canaanites – wars in which YHWH played a 
leading role. They turn out to be invincible, despite all appearances to the opposite. 

Interestingly, it is Zeresh, Haman’s wife, together with his ‘wise men’ who first introduces 
this notion into the narrative. After Haman has had to pay homage to Mordecai, they warn him: “If 
Mordecai, before whom you have begun to fall, is of the seed of the Jews, you will not be able to do 
anything against him, but will surely fall before him” (6:13). Threatened though the ‘Jews’ may be in 
Mordecai’s perspective, outsiders regard them as invincible. Strikingly, again, no mention is made of 
God. The reader does not learn what it is that makes the ‘Jews’ insuperable, nor why Zeresh and 
Haman’s friends should be so in awe of them. The position of the ‘Jews’ as exiles threatened by 
annihilation should be enough to prove that they are not, in fact, invincible. Other parts of the 
Hebrew Bible suggest that if there is hope for the exiles to regain the political and military upper 
hand, then this hope is firmly tied to repentance and a renewed commitment to the God of Israel. In 
the book of Esther, not only do the Jews themselves not mention God, but the possibility of 
deliverance is formulated by outsiders, who know neither the God of Israel nor his promises to his 
people.  

 
Even more problematic than ‘deliverance’ without a ‘deliverer’ is the last characteristic of a 

‘chosen people’ as defined above: the “Weltmission”137 expected of the elect. In Gerstenberger’s 
words:  

 
The patriarchs’ descendants probably are meant to be bearers of blessing in such a way that 
through their life with and before Yahweh, with and through the Torah, they gain the 
character of examples for all other nations and religions. In such promises the Jewish 
community opens itself for all of humanity and causes them to share in the self-revelation of 
the only God.138 
 
To construe the dealings of the ‘Jews’ with their surroundings as part of a ‘world mission’ 

seems misplaced in a narrative in which this mission consists primarily of the sword. World mission 
in this narrative has a very bitter undertone, not at all like in texts such as Zech 8:23, where the goyim 
“will grab the hem of a Jew’s robe, saying ‘Let us go with you, because we have heard that God is with 
you.’”  

 
In sum, notions of election are omnipresent in the book of Esther, but they can never be 

unequivocally connected with the conventional schema of divine election in other biblical literature. 
The God who elects is absent from the text, and all that remains is the vague notion that to be a ‘Jew’ 
is both a precarious and a superior position. A strong border between ‘Jews and ‘everyone else’ is 
thus created. However, the inside of the border remains peculiarly void of meaning. Processes similar 

                                                             
136 Fox, Character and Ideology in the Book of Esther, 158. 
137 Vriezen, Erwählung, 73. 
138 Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 408. 
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to election can be detected in the text, but they remain on the horizontal level, and refer to individual 
‘Jews’ only, not to the ‘people of Israel’ or any other ethnic entity. If, on the other hand, Esther and 
Mordecai are read as embodiments of Israel, the special treatment of these two individuals can be 
interpreted as a sign that the notion of the election of Israel is indeed present in the text. 

 
7.3.5 “And Many of the People of the Land Jewed” 

According to Esther 8:17, many people ‘Jewed’ (~ydwhytm) out of fear of revenge actions by the 
Jews - a hapax legomenon of uncertain meaning. What is meant by this cryptic description? The 
hithpael, the only occurrence of dhy as a verb in the Hebrew Bible, may suggest an imitative function 
– ‘act as Jews’ rather than actual conversion to Judaism (‘become Jews’).139 Mason’s findings about 
the Greek equivalent of the term point in a similar direction. Based on the rendering in the LXX, 
ivouda,izon, Mason concludes that at least the Greek version of the verb must be read as similar in 
meaning to, e.g, Mhdizw as found in texts like Herodotus.140 In these texts, verbs starting with an 
ethnic group and ending in -izw, Mason claims, denote feigned ethnic allegiance, aimed at reaping 
some benefits associated with belonging to the group in question. This explanation accords well with 
the observation that the non-Jews in the book of Esther were ~ydwhytm in order to avoid annihilation. 
Unlike Achior or Ruth, the people in the book of Esther display no intrinsic motivation to join the 
Jews – they do so only in order to save their lives. 

 
Immediately, the question arises how ‘Jewing’ must be understood within a narrative where 

Jewishness is so problematic in the first place. Was it public confession of YHWH? Or observance of 
the ‘strange’ (3:8) laws of the Jews? Or self-circumcision, as Achior practices in the book of Judith? 
The text leaves all options open.  

After an analysis explicitly aimed at gaining an understanding of (~)ydwhy within the book of 
Esther, it should be easy to describe the practices these people would have engaged in in order to 
appear Jewish – to define a prototypical scenario of conversion, so to speak. Strikingly, however, it is 
not. Apart from the communal fast – which is presented as a singular event rather than a regular 
custom, and which was over by this time in any case – and from the festival of Purim, which had not 
been established yet, there is no practice in the text that could be called distinctly Jewish. Of course, 
the remark that people behaved as Jews could be taken as an implication that there were, indeed, 
cultural and/or religious practices distinguishing Jews from the rest of the population, and that the 
precise nature of these practices was too well known to be named specifically. Kashruth comes to 
mind – an important marker of Jewishness in Daniel – or perhaps the observance of the Sabbath or 
other holy days. But I find this conclusion unlikely. After all, Esther had no difficulties hiding her 
Jewishness in the royal palace – if food regulations had been important to her, this would certainly 
have been an issue. Besides, the Jews of Susa themselves do not appear to observe the traditional 
holidays – they fast instead of preparing the Pesach meal! 

                                                             
139 Cf. Bruce K. Waltke & Michael P. O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax, Eisenbrauns, 
Winona Lake 1990, 430-431: “[T]he Hithpael may denote esteeming or presenting oneself in a state, 
sometimes without regard to the question of truthfulness.” Other examples offered by Waltke and O’Connor 
include Amnon pretending to be sick (2 Sam 13:15) and a pauper pretending to be rich (Prov 13:7). 
140 Mason, ‘Jews,’ 462-463. 
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Perhaps, then, the precise acts associated with ~ydwhytm are less important than the fact that 
non-Jews were motivated to become Jews in the first place – at least temporarily, at least by 
appearance. After all, ‘imitation is the sincerest form of flattery’, and although there is nothing 
sincere about the imitation in this case, the notion that large numbers of non-Jews were ~ydwhytm can 
perhaps be construed as an instance of ‘kontrapräsentische’ imagination, arising from a situation of 
subjugation and marginalization. For once, those who otherwise demand that the Jews assimilate to 
their culture must pretend to be ‘Jews’, or perish. Once again, the book of Esther turns the world on 
its head. 

 
7.4 Gender Identity in Esther 

Gender identity in the book of Esther begins with the power struggle between king Ahasuerus 
and queen Vashti. Beal likens the story of Esther to a palimpsest, written across the text about Vashti, 
the queen who is erased by Esther and yet simultaneously continues to be visible between the lines of 
the rest of the narrative.141 Indeed, the incident that results in Vashti’s expulsion sets the tone for 
what is to come, and introduces several issues concerning gender identity that will resurface 
throughout the text: the beauty and submissiveness expected of women, and the absolute necessity to 
perform according to this fixed expectation. 

 

7.4.1 A Cinderella-Story? Ideals of Femininity and their Social Potential 

The information supplied in Esther’s introduction into the narrative is relatively sparse, or 
‘gappy’, and invites the reader to form her own picture of Esther, Mordecai, and the relationship 
between the two.142 The few details that are revealed thus gain all the more weight. 

In 2:7, the first verse mentioning Esther, the reader learns that she is in the foster-care of her 
cousin Mordecai, because “she has no father and mother.”143 Esther is thus immediately placed on 
the margins of ancient society: she is not only an exile but an exiled orphan, and an exiled orphan girl 
at that - an underdog, one who is completely dependent on the charity of others. After this crucial 
and rather saddening piece of information, the text immediately moves on to a description of Esther’s 
appearance: 

 
harm tbwjw rat-tpy hr[nhw  And the girl had a beautiful figure and 

good appearance. 
 

                                                             
141 Beal, Hiding, 89. For the concept of ‘palimpsest’ as an aspect of intertextuality, see Gérard Genette, 
Palimpsestes, Editions du Seuil, Paris 1982. 
142 Wolfgang Iser, Der Akt des Lesen, Wilhelm Fink Verlag, München 1976. 
143 The relationship between Esther and Mordecai leaves some room for speculation. Reception history (in art, 
popular and devotional readings, and sometimes even in scholarship) paints a picture of Esther as a very 
young girl and Mordecai as an elderly, wise bachelor. For a large part of the narrative, Esther does Mordecai’s 
bidding without hesitation (e.g., 2:10, 20). Consequently, many readers conclude that Mordecai is infinitely 
superior to Esther (e.g., Moore’s conclusion that “Mordecai supplied the brains, while Esther simply followed 
his directions” (Moore, Esther, lii). 
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In many aspects, the book of Esther is a feast for the mental eye – lavish court scenes, festive 
processions, and luxurious treatments to make beautiful virgins even more beautiful. In addition, 
however, the eye-catching description of Esther’s appearance turns out to be a narrative necessity, as 
well as a signal for the informed reader that her subordinate position may be only temporary. The w 
translated above as ‘and’ could just as well, and perhaps even better, be rendered adversatively with 
‘but’.144 Read in this manner, the text emphasizes the stark contrast between the two details the reader 
learns about Esther – her low status as female orphan in exile, and her beauty. Judging solely on the 
basis of her social status, Esther is the typical underdog. However, the information about her 
attractiveness reveals a hint of potential. The reader’s interest is aroused, especially since in verse 2, a 
search for young virgins of ‘good appearance’ (harm tbwj) for the royal harem had been announced. 

 
Interestingly, Esther’s introduction into the narratives is similar to the characterization of 

other biblical ‘underdogs’ who rise from obscurity to a position of extraordinary power. The biblical 
preference for these figures (the younger son, the smallest tribe, the most insignificant nation, etc.) is 
well attested.145 Perhaps it is even possible to speak of a schema of the underdog who, by means of 
divine involvement, ends up on top of the social pyramid. In several cases, low social status is offset 
by physical attractiveness. 

The exact wording in which Esther’s beauty is described is revealing in this regard. There are 
close parallels with both Joseph and David, as well as with other central figures from the Hebrew 
Bible. The first noun encountered here, rat, refers to the outline or form of an object. With positive 
qualifications (bwj or hpy), it is a used to describe Rachel (Gen 29:17), Joseph (Gen 39:6), captive 
women of foreign origin (Dtr 21:11), David (1 Sam 16:18), Abigail (1Sam 25:3), and Adonijah (1Kgs 
1:6). Indeed, the portrayals of Rachel and Joseph are almost literally the same as that of Esther: both 
are described as harm tpyw rat-tpy. In both cases, there is a definite erotic overtone in the description. 
Rachel’s beauty is the reason why Jacob is willing to work for seven years in order to be able to marry 
her (or, as the text literally says ‘come to her’, Gen, 29:21). And Joseph’s beauty is reason enough for 
the Egyptian wife to try and seduce him. Generally, the description of a character as physically 
pleasing is never just an embellishment of the plot, but always a condition for what happens next.146 

Whether Esther’s beauty is as dangerous for her as it was for Joseph, remains to be seen. The 
fame Rachel and Joseph gain in biblical tradition (one as the favorite wife of Israel’s eponymous 
ancestor, the other as high official at a foreign court) points in another direction. But at this stage in 
the narrative, everything is still open. 

 

                                                             
144 According to Waltke and O’Connor, waw before a verb has a connecting function (‘and’), while preceding 
something other than a verb, it has an adversative function (‘but’, ‘however’; see Waltke & O’Connor, 
Introduction, 651). Cf. Wolfgang Schneider, Grammatik des Biblischen Hebräisch, Claudius, München 2001, 
243. 
145 E.g., 1 Sam 9:21; Jdg 6:15-16; Is 60:22. 
146 It seems more than likely that Esther’s beauty, just like Rachel and Joseph’s, has erotic connotations. That 
this is not necessarily a gender-specific issue is proven by the case of Joseph, who, as a man (though admittedly 
a somewhat feminized man, see, e.g., Karin Hügel, ‘Eine queere Lektüre von Josef: Jüdische Interpretationen 
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the victim of his own attractiveness. 
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There is another interesting detail in this short passage (2:7-8): the syntactical make-up of the 
text underlines Esther’s status as an object. She is either literally the object of someone else’s actions 
(‘Mordecai took her as his daughter’, tbl wl hxql ykdrm, verse 7), or the subject of passive verbs 
(‘Esther, too, was taken into the king’s house, $lmh tyb-l[ rtsa xqltw  verse 8). So far, there seems to 
be nothing more to Esther than good looks, and unlike Vashti, she does not resist being taken to a 
place where her beauty may become a national spectacle.147 It is difficult to judge how – and if – the 
text evaluates of Esther’s response to her circumstances in these few verses. Her acquiescence is not 
criticized, although it will lead to sexual relations with a non-Israelite – an intriguing detail, if Esther 
is interpreted as embodiment of the Jewish community. Esther’s behavior fits a stereotypical image of 
woman as passive and submissive, and the author certainly does not challenge these notions here. On 
the other hand, just like Esther’s beauty, her passivity in the beginning of the narrative is a necessity 
in terms of plot development – if she had resisted being taken to the palace, her career would have 
ended before it had properly begun. 

 
Narrative necessity notwithstanding, it is remarkable that the ‘hint of potential’ must be 

sought in Esther’s appearance, not in her intellectual or any other capacities, and that the logic 
behind the plot - Esther must be submissive in order to get into a position from which she can rescue 
her people – needs no further explanation. It is simply assumed that Esther’s behavior is ‘logical’ or 
‘normal’ - for a woman, and perhaps for a nation in exile, as well. The books of Ruth and Judith show 
that a different approach is possible as well: The reader learns nothing at all about Ruth’s looks, but 
must be impressed with the initiative she deploys early on in the narrative. And in the case of Judith, 
beauty is complemented by piety, wisdom, and, again, initiative. For Esther, beauty is the only ‘social 
capital’ at her disposal, the only means by which she may have a chance to participate in the game of 
power. Instead of a “body of specialized agents” which Bourdieu views as constitutive to the field of 
economic power relations,148 one could speak of the “specialized body of one agent”. As elaborated 
above, this body is the site of multiple struggles of identity.  

 
7.4.2 Pleaser or Teaser? Performing Gender in Esther 

So far, I have focused on abstract ideals of femininity apparently promoted in the book of 
Esther: beauty and passivity. Any successful performance of womanhood in the text has to be based 
on these ideals. Throughout the entire narrative, the Persian king and his court act as audience and 
jury for female performances. The ironic undercurrent of the text makes it difficult to decide in how 
far their judgment meets with the approval of the author or the community for which he writes.  

 

                                                             
147 Interestingly, though many readers have emphasized Vashti’s presumed rebelliousness (and subsequently 
either praised or condemned her for this), Berlin concludes that “Vashti, like Orpah, represents the norm, the 
expected reaction in the situation in which these women find themselves” (Berlin, Esther, lv-lvi). In her view, 
Vashti is no feminist avant-la-lettre, but rather a queen who “tried to preserve her dignity in the face of a 
group of drunken men who had lost theirs” (Berlin, Esther, lvi). 
148 Bourdieu, Outline, 184. 
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According to Butler, to engage in gender performance is not so much a free choice as it is a 
“strategy of survival”.149 In the case of Esther, this terminology comes painfully alive: it is due to her 
apparently perfect performance as the object of male desire that she acquires a position which 
ultimately allows her to exert power over precisely these men. Interestingly, the rules of the ‘gender 
game’ in the world of the text all seem to be based on Persian law (td). Already in 1:22, the ostensibly 
superfluous royal edict decreeing that ‘every man should be head over his own household’ establishes 
a clear hierarchy between the genders. Queen Vashti had literally refused to perform her femininity 
in the way expected by the king and his male entourage – and paid for it with her narrative life. In a 
way, she acts the part of a ‘drag queen’ as Judith Butler construes it: it is her non-compliance to the 
gender rules of her world that make these rules visible, and force her surroundings to re-evaluate 
them. The re-evaluation actually leads to a reinforcement of these rules by royal decree. But a breach 
has been made. To quote Beal: “[Vashti’s] exscription exposes insecurities in the sexual-political 
order being presented and opens that order to its own deconstruction.”150 What was only implied and 
silently accepted by everyone – the doxa of female submissiveness -  has now been put into so many 
words. And as powerful as words may be, the mere necessity to verbally explicate what had thus far 
been an unwritten law implies the possibility of dissent and disobedience. As Bourdieu observes, “[a] 
law that is unknown is a nature, a destiny […], a law that is known appears as a possibility of 
freedom.”151 Irrevocable as Persian law may be, the fact that it is the king who decides that every man 
should rule his own household pulls this issue from the self-evident cosmic ordering of things into 
the arbitrariness of human affairs. And within an interpretative framework that construes the men in 
the narrative as embodiments of ‘Empire’, of the foreign power ruling Israel at the time, the 
confirmation and simultaneous destabilization has an interesting side-effect. It is not just male power 
over women that is now recognized as an arbitrary human ordinance. By implication, the subjugation 
of one people by another is unmasked as an accident of history rather than a divinely decreed cosmic 
order.  

 
But let us return to Esther, the girl who plays by the rules. Initially, Esther had been 

introduced as completely passive – a non-agent, so to speak, whose status as an object is reinforced by 
the grammatical make-up of the text (2:7-8). In verse 9, the situation changes:  

 
wynpl dsx aftw wyny[b hr[nh bjytw  And the girl seemed good in his eyes, 

and she acquired his favor152. 
 

Similarly, the text describes how Esther acquires favor (!x tafn) in the eyes of ‘all those who 
saw her’ (verse 15) and finally ‘in the eyes of the king’ (verse 17). Of course, she is still entirely 
dependent on the evaluation, even mercy of others. But there is a slight shift from passivity to activity, 
at least on the syntactic level. Esther is no longer the object of her cousin’s actions, as she had been in 

                                                             
149 Butler, Gender Trouble, 178. 
150 Beal, Hiding, 32. Cf. Fox, Character and Ideology in the Book of Esther, 209. 
151 Pierre Bourdieu, Sociology in Question (Theory, Culture & Society), Sage, London 1993, 25. 
152 I will not repeat here the discussion of the meaning of dsx (see above, section 6.2.1.2). In the book of 
Esther, the term is of less central importance, and seems to simply denote the goodwill or loyalty of those in 
high places. 
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verse 7, nor are the verbs applied to her in the passive niphal form, as in verse 8. For the first time, she 
is the subject of active verbs (qal). The reader is led to wonder what has brought about this change 
from passive object to active agent – and whether there is in fact such a change. Is it not precisely 
Esther’s complete adaptation to the (passive) role that is expected of her that helps her ‘acquire’ 
favor? After all, Esther replaces Vashti, and is in many ways juxtaposed to this predecessor. Both 
women share extraordinary physical beauty. But while Vashti refuses to make this beauty available to 
the general public, Esther, apparently, knows no such reserves. The performance with which she 
actively acquires favor consists primarily of being passive. As Timothy Beal puts it, “to ‘be pleasing’ is 
to confirm, or at least appear to confirm, the order of things, to maintain stasis.”153 

Vashti, due her role as queen as well as to her actions, occupies a unique position from the 
outset of the narrative. Esther, on the other hand, enters the palace as part of a homogenous group: 
attractive young virgins, ordered there for the amusement of the king. There is a constant tension in 
the text between group and individual identity. Principally, all girls are treated in exactly the same 
way. Together, they are gathered and taken to the women’s quarters of the royal palace (verse 8); 
together they are placed under the care of Hegai, the dubiously gendered overseer of the harem (verse 
8); together, they undergo apparently invariable beauty treatments (verse 12). So far, the handling of 
the young women seems aimed at fabricating a ‘mass product’: feminine beauty. All the spotlights are 
on the young women, yet the reader never learn the name of a single one of them – except, of course, 
Esther.154 The impression that the young women form – or are turned into - an indistinguishable 
mass is firmly established. Only in the very last instance, during the night with the king, each girl can 
and must display her individuality (verse 12). If successful, she will have made a sufficiently deep 
impression on the king for him to remember her name – the ultimate marker of her individuality. If 
not, she will slide into obscurity once more, this time without the prospect of a chance to escape into 
the limelight. 

 
I seems as though there is more at stake here than ‘just’ gender identity. The text – or at least 

the Persian court as depicted in the text - seems uncomfortable with women displaying too strong an 
ethnic or religious identity. The rite-de-passage in chapter 2 hints at this tendency, but even before 
Esther enters the stage, the issue of language betrays the tendency to suppress deviant female ethnic 
identity. By leaving intact the right of each man to speak his own language, the text implies that 
ethnic diversity between men is not viewed as threatening for the status quo; women, on the other 
hand, are portrayed as the doubly dangerous ‘other’ (the other gender and the other ethnic group), 
who must be silenced because of their gender and by means of denying their ethnic identity. Put very 
briefly, at least as far as the royal court is concerned, women are exclusively defined by their gender – 
any hint of intersectionality is perceived as a threat, and must be eliminated. Rather than simply 
providing the reason for Esther’s summons to the royal court, the frame narrative about the disposal 
of Vashti thus sets the scene for the rest of the book: from the very beginning, ethnicity and gender 
are closely interwoven, and the struggle for ethnic distinction cannot be construed without implying 

                                                             
153 Beal, Hiding, 19. 
154 This is especially noteworthy compared to the many names of male advisors, attendants, eunuchs etc. 
mentioned in, e.g., 1:10, 14; 2:3, 21, and 7:9. 
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the struggle between the genders.155 Esther’s position at a court where women have no identity other 
than their gender forcefully symbolizes the situation of Diaspora Jews. For Esther, the challenge of 
conventional gender identity and the assertion of ethnic and perhaps religious identity ‘intra-act’.  

 
Interestingly, within a context that apparently does not allow for differentiations within the 

schema ‘young woman’, Esther is singled out from the beginning. She undergoes the same 
procedures as every other girl, but also enjoys several extras – faster service, better accommodations, 
and seven girls to tend to her specifically. All this is due to her ability to make friends in high places, 
in this case the eunuch Hegai, ‘keeper of women’. Despite Hegai’s deficient masculinity, Esther’s 
charms are not wasted on him. Hegai, the eunuch, knows exactly how to please a man; more 
importantly, he knows how to please the king. Esther submits to his advice and “requests nothing 
except what Hegai, the king’s eunuch who kept watch over the women, had said” (verse 15). Her 
compliance pays off. Even before going to the king, she “acquires favor in the eyes of all who saw her” 
(verse 15).  

This unanimous approval sounds almost too good to be true. The text produces an image of 
Esther as a mirror – a perfect reflection of the expectations of those around her, with no depth or 
complexity. She does as she is told, whether it is Mordecai, Hegai, or the king doing the telling.  

This sounds like a harsh verdict. After all, does not Esther rise to the occasion when her 
people are in mortal danger? Does she not confront the king with his murderous politics and gain 
salvation for the ‘Jews’? She certainly does. But in this chapter, Esther shows no sign of the initiative 
she will later learn to display. She is the epitome of what is deemed desirable in a young woman in the 
social context of the narrative. Her natural beauty is enhanced by her submissiveness, and it is this 
combination that opens the palace doors for her. She renders a perfect performance of the schema 
‘young woman’, and precisely the perfection of prototypical performance makes her unique enough 
to be chosen as queen.  

 
 7.4.3 Cracking the Mirror - Gender Bending in Esther 

So far, Esther has been a personification of the status quo. If she displays any kind of strategy 
at all, it consists of playing along with the rules, not challenging them. However, in chapter 4 and 
especially 5, she suddenly finds herself in a new situation – a situation that forces her to improvise, to 
devise her own stage props and invent her own lines. Performance as a survival strategy is filled with 
new, ominous meaning as she learns of the plans to annihilate her people. 

 
Interestingly, as soon as Esther remembers her ethnic roots, her performance becomes less 

stereotypically female. She continues to exploit her femininity, but moves much closer to the edge of 
what counts as accepted gender performance. This transformation starts with her attitude towards 
Mordecai, but will soon spread to her role as queen as well. As elaborated above, Esther has a message 
delivered to Mordecai that he is to gather all the Jews of Susa and fast on her behalf (4:16). This 
message, though not spoken to Mordecai directly but by mouth of Hathach, another eunuch, is 
formulated as direct speech, including three imperatives (wmwc, swnk, $l) and two prohibitives (wtvt-la, 

                                                             
155 See also Bea Wyler, ‘Esther: The Incomplete Emancipation of a Queen,’ in Athalya Brenner (ed.), A 
Feminist Companion to Esther, Judith and Susanna. T&T Clark, London 1995, 117. 
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 7.4.3 Cracking the Mirror - Gender Bending in Esther 
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wlkat-la). The command-like character of the utterance is underlined by Mordecai’s reaction: he 
“goes and does everything according to what Esther had commanded (htwc) him” (verse 17). A 
remarkable role reversal has occurred: In 2:10, 2:20, and 4:8, Mordecai had been the one 
commanding Esther. In 4:5 and 4:10, Esther already commands Hathach, the eunuch, to deliver 
messages to Mordecai. Now, in 4:16-17, she asserts authority over a ‘real’ man, and a man who had 
previously been her guardian and ‘commander’ at that.156 And although eventually, Mordecai will 
reassert at least some of his authority over Esther, a breach has been made. Mordecai the Jew is now 
officially labeled ‘other’, a prominent member of an ostracized group within the Empire. In terms of 
power and social standing, his masculinity is offset by his ethnic and religious identity. Esther the 
Persian queen, however, is still in a position of relative power: although her gender places her at the 
bottom of the command-chain, her position is, at this moment, superior to Mordecai’s – as long as 
she does not reveal her true colors. 

In terms of performance theory, what follows in chapter 5 is a fascinating scene. Under the 
heading of ethnic identity, I have elaborated how Esther realigns herself with her people through the 
fast occurring in 4:17. Although her surroundings are still those of the Persian court, her inner 
attitude is one of opposition against the decisions of this court. For some days to come, this attitude 
will remain on the inside. On the surface, Esther even emphasizes her role as Persian queen. In 5:1, 
Esther twklm vblxw – she dons what I would translate as not only royal robes, but royalty itself. She 
starts acting the part of queen – no longer a queen whose sole purpose it is to look good, but one who 
takes the initiative and starts demanding things, albeit in a very demure fashion. Her acts in the first 
verses of chapter 5 are a performance in the theatrical sense of the word: she plays and exploits a part, 
yet at the same time resists complete identification with this part. To employ the mirror metaphor 
one more time: Seen through the eyes of her surroundings, Esther remains the perfect reflection of 
their wishful thinking. She is queen of Persia, beautiful, modest, and respectful of her royal husband. 
But the mirror has cracked – Esther has found a way to alter the reflection ever so slightly, and 
thereby gains a respectable amount of power over the male onlookers, specifically Ahasuerus and 
Haman. One is reminded of Irigaray’s notion of mimesis, which empowers women to play but not 
identify with the roles expected of them within a patriarchal context: “To play with mimesis is thus, 
for a woman, to try to recover the place of her exploitation by discourse, without allowing herself to 
be simply reduced to it.”157 Similarly, the role Esther plays and the aim she pursues are not quite 
congruous, but this incongruity is noticeable only for the reader – the male onlooker within the 
narrative remains oblivious to the change. 
 

7.4.4 Masculinity in the Book of Esther 

In principle, my analysis focuses on female characters as embodiments of Israelite identity. 
However, in the book of Esther, the ethnic and religious identity of the female main protagonist is 
highly ambivalent, while a man, Mordecai, is repeatedly and unmistakably identified as ‘Jew’. Other 
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men, too, can be construed as embodiments of real or invented groups, and I would argue that their 
masculinity (or lack thereof) is intrinsically related to this function. As observed by Sidnie White 
Crawford and others, “[t]he Jews in the post-exilic period were dominated by foreign powers and 
thus politically in the cultural position of women.”158 In the book of Esther, the conceptual hierarchy 
between male and female roles is mirrored in textual constructions and ascriptions of masculinity 
and femininity. According to Klein, 
 

These male and female ‘roles’ - representing, respectively, honor and shame - not only 
permeate the text of Esther but are also used pointedly, to ‘shame’ the culture in which the 
Israelites are exiled and, by comparison, to ‘honor’ the Israelites.159 
 
However, the ascription of ‘male honor’ and ‘female shame’ is not as straightforward in the 

narrative as Klein seems to suggest. In what follows, I investigate the narrative construction of the 
masculinity of relevant male figures as well as the ramifications for their symbolic function. My 
inquiry is mainly informed by two recent explorations of this issue: Cynthia Chapman’s analysis of 
the gendered language of warfare in Israel and Assyria160 and Tracy Lemos’ reading of rape 
metaphors in the Hebrew Bible through the lenses of postcolonial theory161. Both center on the same 
metaphorical field, which connects masculinity with honor and victory and femininity with shame 
and defeat. 

Chapman analyzes and compares Assyrian ascriptions of masculinity to themselves and 
femininity to subdued enemies, and Israelite self-descriptions as prostitute or raped female. She 
asserts that both can be read as opposite sides of one root metaphor - “Your soldiers are women” - 
found in abundance in Assyrian texts and pictorial depictions of battle. Biblical texts such as Jer 51:30 
employ the same rhetorical technique of shaming enemies by comparing them to women. However, 
in biblical texts, the tendency to portray the Israelites themselves as battered wives is much more 
common than deriding the enemy soldiers as women. Israel, subdued and exiled, casts itself in the 
female role, and, in a curious variant of ‘blaming the victim’-logic, proclaims that the trauma it has 
undergone is the deserved punishment for its ‘lewdness’.162 Although in the book of Esther, there is 
no explicit reference to either the ‘Jews’ or their enemies as ‘women’, I suggest that the root 
metaphor pointed out by Chapman, or at least the commonplaces associated with it (men are brave, 
powerful, effectual, and virile, while women are fearful, weak, and reduced to strategies of stealth) do 
play a role in this conflict. 

Lemos focuses on the Israelite response to the loss of male honor as reflected in Ezekiel 16 
and 23 on the one hand and Daniel on the other, and compares these texts to the experiences of 
people living in an imperialist context today. The texts in Ezekiel, she argues, reflect the lastingly 
vivid trauma of defeat and deportation: 
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This dishonor … became so central to Ezekiel’s worldview that he theologizes it, projects it 
unto Yhwh, and portrays himself and others like him in the most lowly and degraded 
fashion, as whores who necessarily deserved the savage treatment that they underwent.163 
 
Ezekiel experienced the collapse of his world and victimization of his people firsthand, and 

his prophecies, Lemos claims, are attempts to come to terms with what must have felt like the 
complete emasculation of himself and every Judean man. In the court tales and apocalyptic visions of 
the book of Daniel, on the other hand, Lemos discovers “more subtle strains of disquiet.”164 Whether 
dated to the Persian or the Hellenistic era, its author lived at a time when life in an imperialistic 
setting had become the standard, both for Jews living in the Diaspora and for those in the Judean 
homeland. Lemos points out that Daniel is depicted as unmarried (and consequently childless), and 
unwilling or unable to violently resist the king and his officials - in short, he fails on all counts of 
traditional masculinity. Resistance takes place only on the level of words – by portraying the king as a 
witless buffoon, and by imagining an apocalyptic reversal of fortunes: 

 
The author longs for … vengeance on an eschatological scale, but it seems that he is 
somehow unable to conceive of carrying out this violence himself, that centuries of diasporic 
life have left him emasculated, impotent. […] The desire for violent upheaval is so profound 
as to become cosmic, but the author’s terrible imaginings have no place for the actions of 
men.165 
 
The book of Esther can be located between the two extremes of Ezekiel (and similar texts) on 

the one hand and the book of Daniel on the other. In its main ‘Jewish’ male protagonist, Mordecai, it 
displays a masculinity more reminiscent of the docile and emperor-friendly Daniel than of Ezekiel’s 
shattered and bewailed virility. Also like in Daniel, the king is depicted as an ineffectual, even comic 
figure, while the much more capable Haman ironically sees his own effectiveness turn against him. 
Unlike in the book of Daniel, however, armed resistance is construed as both possible and 
commendable, not in some eschatological future, but here and now. The memory of ‘masculine’ self-
control is still alive, and can be kindled into action if the situation so requires. 

 
7.4.4.1 Mordecai, the ydwhy vya 
Analyzing gender ideals and social roles in the book of Ruth, I concluded that the lyx rwbg vya 

Boaz can be read as embodiment of Israelite masculinity, not in the conventional sense of a brave 
warrior, but as one who practices dsx. Although he is never referred to as such, it is clear that he is the 
prototypical “Israelite man” as envisioned by the author of the book of Ruth: a husband and father, 
head of his household, genealogically linked to the past and future of his people. In line with the 
absence of armed conflict, the “your soldiers are women”-language plays no role in this context, 
unless the redefinition of male honor void of military connotations can be read as a subversive 
response to this metaphor. 
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In the book of Esther, on the other hand, armed conflict does play a role, both in the 
historical framework conditioning the situation of the protagonists as exiles in the first place and in 
the threat whose removal constitutes the main plot of the narrative. This makes it all the more 
interesting to observe that Mordecai, the prototypical ydwhy vya, is no conventional lyx rwbg vya either. 
According to LaCocque “[i]t is befitting the traditional distribution of functions between genders to 
have male aggressiveness adopted by Mordecai the Jew, and a female secretiveness assumed by 
Queen Esther.”166 He also claims that “it becomes clear that Mordecai has been in control from the 
beginning.”167 I find it difficult, however, to find much “male aggressiveness” in Mordecai (or to 
maintain that Esther lacks this trait, see 9:13). And quite contrary to LaCocque’s second statement, I 
would argue that it is precisely the lack of control felt by Mordecai and the Diaspora community that 
constitutes their most basic experience. They are defenseless against the arbitrary rulings of an 
eccentric king, who may rob them of their virgin daughters one day and of their lives the next. 

Construed negatively, one could claim that the text has Mordecai prowling on the fringes of 
the center of power (2:11, 19-22), biding his time, vying with Haman for the King’s favor and making 
sure Esther does not endanger him or herself by revealing her ethnic and religious roots. Like Daniel, 
who is “appalled” by the dream foretelling the king’s downfall (Dan. 4:16), Mordecai hurries to 
inform his king of a plot against the latter’s life (Est 2:19-22). It seems as though Mordecai, like 
Daniel, “seeks not an end to imperialism but rather to stand as the beneficiary of Imperialism, to 
become an imperialist, as it were.”168 Mordecai’s only overt attempt to resist immediately leads to 
disaster (3:1-6). 

 
Tellingly, when the king has decreed that the Jews may be slaughtered, Mordecai’s reaction is 

not to rebel or fly, but to mourn and fast (Est 4:1-3). It is not until their actions have been sanctioned 
by royal decree that the Jews finally take up arms against their enemies. Helped along by Esther, 
Mordecai has succeeded in working his way up through the imperial system. He becomes “great in 
the palace, and his fame spread throughout all the provinces, for the man Mordecai became greater 
and greater” (Est 9:4). However, despite this reversal of fortunes, I would argue that Mordecai’s 
masculinity is as contested as Esther’s religious and ethnic identity. His power, once acquired, is 
delegated only, and acquired by ‘feminine’ strategies rather than open resistance. He has internalized 
what Ezekiel struggled so hard to accept: conventional male values such as self-assertion, military 
strength, and even control over his own household are no longer available to him. Resistance must be 
attempted from within the system, female-like, if at all.169 
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7.4.4.2 Ahasuerus and Haman – the ‘Other Men’ 
If Mordecai has, to some degree, internalized a ‘female’ (or deficient masculine) role, it seems 

logical to assume that Haman and the King occupy the place of ‘real’ men. However, this is not the 
case, either. The King, lord over a vast empire, basking in the “riches of the glory of his kingdom and 
the splendor of the beauty of his greatness” (1:4), turns out to be a drunkard, unable to control his 
own wife (1:10-12). His decisions are never his own, but always the result of the scheming of his 
advisors (1:13; 2:2-3; 3:7-11). Lounging in his palace like a virgin in the harem, he embodies the 
opposite of male initiative and involvement with the outside world. Without explicating his strategy 
with so many words, the author employs the same metaphorical field as Jer 51:30: “Babylon’s 
warriors (yrwbg) have ceased fighting, they have returned to their strongholds. Their strength has dried 
up – they have become like women.” Mordecai may not be in a position to access conventional 
instruments of male power, but Ahasuerus’ loss of masculinity is worse because it is self-elected. 

Then there is Haman, mortal enemy of the Jews and particularly of Mordecai. Interestingly, 
the social roles filled by him and Mordecai are very similar: both are dependent on the whims of the 
king, who may or may not notice them, and whose notice may have positive or negative 
consequences. Diplomacy, not vigor in battle is their strong suit. Of course, their means and ends 
differ to some extent - Haman utilizes his position in an underhanded way in order to achieve plot 
death, while Mordecai prevents the death of the king and ultimately the entire Jewish people. But 
neither man is cast in a fully male role: their autonomy is curtailed by the all-encompassing power of 
the king, however feminized the latter may be, and they are reduced to the use of ‘female’ wiles, 
directly or by proxy. 
 

7.4.4.3 Hegai the Eunuch 
Men in the book of Esther, it seems, all suffer from the ‘your soldiers are women’-complex in 

one form or another. Interestingly, the book also boasts several figures whose gender is contested 
from the outset: the king’s eunuchs (1:10; 2:3, 14, 15; 4:4-5; 6:14; 7:9). They act as advisors and 
messengers, enabled as they are, by their physical defect, to maintain contact with both women and 
men. Beal comments extensively on the position of the many eunuchs in the narrative as “go-
betweens” for the two sexes.170 Hovering on the threshold between masculinity and femininity, power 
and impotence, they enter the narrative at key points, catalyzing the next turn of events. Alternately 
employed by both sexes, they nevertheless seem to follow their own agenda, fully exploiting their 
intimate knowledge of all the perspectives – knowledge that is facilitated precisely through their 
position on more than one threshold. 
 

The book of Esther generally describes non-Jewish males as hostile, as a threat to Jewish 
identity. At the same time, these men are ridiculed as obsessed with power and given to excessive 
drinking (1:4-8, 16-20; 3:5). The simultaneously deferential and deriding attitude towards men of the 
ruling ethnic group is understandable from the perspective of a people in exile/diaspora, who are 
forced to perceive of themselves as occupying the subordinate female position. Esther 2:9 reports that 
Esther acquires the favor of Hegai, “keeper of women” (~vnh rmv, 2:8) and “eunuch of the King” 
($lmh-syrs, 2:15). Hegai holds the position of overseer over the king’s harem precisely because it is 
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physically impossible for him to fully ‘perform’ as a man. This observation makes his role as helper of 
a Jew especially interesting. Indeed, it is the words of a eunuch that finally seal Haman’s fate: As the 
king tries to decide what to do with Haman, Harbon, one of his eunuchs, points out that Haman has 
set up a pole on which he intended to impale Mordecai (7:9). It is on this pole that Haman himself is 
now impaled. 

 
In a narrative where gender identity is tied so closely to ethnic and religious identity, and 

where all of these aspects participate in a symbolic and ‘real’ power play, eunuchs occupy a unique 
position. They are no ‘real’ men, and therefore conceivably perceived as less threatening. 
‘Unmanned’ even more literally than the exiles, they are in a logical position to show solidarity with 
the latter, despite their different ethnic belonging. To claim a eunuch as ‘brother-in-arms’ thus does 
not imply a deconstruction of the boundaries between ‘Jew’ and ‘other’ in a way that fraternizing 
with other men from the ruling group would.  

 
7.5 Conclusions – Embodying Israel in the Book of Esther 

The analysis of religious and ethnic identity in the book of Esther has revealed Judaism in this 
work to be of a predominantly narrative nature. Elements of ancient narratives are taken up and 
ingeniously inserted into the story line, and yet at the same time nuanced or even negated. Important 
parts of the traditum of Israel can be traced throughout the book, but never in quite the same sense as 
in their original setting. The ritual and cultural practices described in the Torah are never or rarely 
transferred to this alternative construal of Judaism. Only the narratives survive, and even they do so 
only in a very limited form. It is indeed remarkable how many allusions to texts with an explicit 
religious dimension can be worked into one narrative, without once referring to this religious 
dimension unequivocally. The only possible exception is the famous allusion to the ‘other place’ in 
Esther 4:14, but even here, the religious reality – if present at all – is a very different one from the 
Torah or the Deuteronomistic History. The vague allusion to some other source of deliverance has 
very little in common with the unequivocal and constant affirmation that YHWH is the one who 
controls history, and who will punish or deliver his people in accordance with their faithfulness, or 
lack thereof. The main question remains whether the silence on the religious issue implies a farewell 
to the central notions of Jewish beliefs – most prominently, the YHWH’s involvement in history and 
Israel as his chosen people – or whether the many intertextual allusions are intended to supply the 
book of Esther with just these beliefs, without having to mention them with so many words. Perhaps 
the ambiguity is intentional: it leaves room for a large and diverse group to subscribe to the identity 
constructed in the narrative. As Day puts it: and “The narrative represents an in-between perspective, 
the juncture between faith and agnosticism.”171 There are no hard markers of either ethnic or 
religious belonging, except the shared formative experience of exile from Judah/Israel. Neither a 
public confession of YHWH, nor abidance by the laws of Moses, nor an impeccable genealogy, nor 
strict separation (especially sexually) from outsiders is required in order to identify with the ~ydwhy. 

 

                                                             
171 Linda Day, Esther (Abingdon Old Testament Commentaries), Abingdon, Nashville 2005, 92. 
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Both the situation of the Jews in the book (in a Diaspora setting) and the narrative (and 
therefore hidden) nature of ‘Israelite’ identity make Esther an ideal contender for embodying the 
latter. 

At least to begin with, Esther does not seem to have a clear ethnic or religious identity at all – 
or if she does, the text does not mention it. This is especially noteworthy considering the overkill of 
identity markers present in Mordecai’s introduction into the narrative. Esther’s Jewishness appears 
to be ‘by extension’, due to her connection to Mordecai rather than to any actions or inherent traits 
of her own. What little identity she does have is quickly undone by the rite-of-passage marking her 
transition into the palace. Or is it? From Est 4:15 onwards, Esther displays strong solidarity with the 
Jewish people, ritually realigning herself with them and ultimately risking her own life for them. 
Apparently, the roots of Esther’s Jewish identity go deeper than the Persian court had anticipated.  

‘Deep’, here, implies not just ‘resilient’ but, even more importantly, ‘removed from sight’. 
Esther is the ‘book of hiding’ in many regards. Esther’s very name (rtsa) can be linked to rts, ‘to 
hide’, and the entire plot seems to be concerned with hiding an identity that is experienced as a 
liability (e.g., 2:10).172  Commenting on the style of Esther, reminiscent of a Persian chronicle, 
Grossman comments: “In exile, the story of the Jews is subordinate to and hidden behind the stories 
of other people.”173 To construe Jewish identity itself as a narrative adds another dimension to this 
pervasive game of hide-and-seek. Narrative establishes mêmeté174 - a group identity both in time and 
space that is independent of outward markers. Although Haman denounces the Jews as “following 
different laws from everybody else” (3:8), the practices adopted (or rather not adopted) by the Jews in 
the narrative belie his words.175 What they share, instead, is the experience of exile and the literary 
traditions that have survived this trauma. The manner in which these literary traditions are 
appropriated points to yet another dimension of hiddenness. Hanging together by allusions, 
wordplay, and irony, the text of the narrative functions as a veil, revealing no more than sparse 
glimpses at a reality whose existence is known only to the connoisseur of Israelite literature. A similar 
metaphor can be applied to Esther at the royal court: Veiling herself in Persian garb poses no problem 
for Esther – her identity, hidden behind the façade of female beauty, does not suffer in the long run. 

 
Esther’s predicament is comparable to Joseph or Daniel’s: physically and ideologically 

removed from their people, and any outward markers of identity stamped out of them by the demand 
to assimilate to their Egyptian, Babylonian, or Persian surroundings, all three have to devise 
alternative means to remain who they are.176 Yet this is where the analogy ends. Joseph and Daniel, 
contested though their masculinity may be, do not owe their influential positions to their physical 
attractiveness, or, put more bluntly, their sex appeal. Rather, they appear as instances the ‘wise 

                                                             
172  Cf., e.g, Beal, Hiding; Grossman, Esther. 
173 Grossman, Esther, 214. 
174 Ricoeur, Oneself, and above, section 4.1.2. 
175 Indeed, the Jews in Esther regularly deviate from regulations regarding Jewish identity (Korpel, ‘De Ester 
Code’). 
176 The comparison with Joseph and Daniel warrants two nuances. First of all, unlike Esther, Daniel refuses to 
submit to the demand to assimilate to Babylonion customs. However, the demand is similar in both instances 
(although not voiced explicitly in Esther). Second, both Joseph and Daniel’s masculinity is contested. For 
Joseph, see Hügel, ‘Josef’. For Daniel, see Lemos, ‘Women’. 
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courtier’: it is their intellectual capabilities and their unwavering faith in the God of Israel that enables 
them to gain access to the sphere of power. Esther, on the other hand, seems to be based on a 
different schema: like Sarah in Gen 12 and 20, she gains access to the king via the royal Harem, and it 
is from there that she manages to help her people.177 

There is, in other words, an added significance to Esther’s story, based in her gender. Both 
widely employed stereotypes of femininity and female bodies and the specific approach to female 
identity in the book of Esther facilitate and flesh out her role as embodiment of Israel. 

The ‘widely employed stereotypes’ have everything to do with the social position of women 
in ‘patriarchal’ (by lack of a better word) societies like the one in which the texts of the bible were 
conceived. Like a people subjugated by a foreign power, women occupy the inferior position within 
such traditional hierarchies. This makes the woman Esther an exceedingly suitable symbol of ‘Israel’ 
in exile. As LaCoque puts it, “To the extent that … Esther [is] associated and even identified with 
[her] people, [her] humiliation and [her] symbolic violation by the brute beast reflect Israel’s 
predicament.”178 However, I suggest a more positive appreciation of Esther’s role and position in the 
narrative than LaCocque. To speak of “violation by the brute beast” goes against the general tenor of 
the text, which evaluates the king’s infatuation with Esther as a lucky stroke of fate, and Esther’s 
actions leading to this infatuation as the moves of a smart strategian. The ‘weapons’ she employs are 
those of a woman, underlining the demasculized status of the Diaspora community. But as in so 
many instances, the narrative turns the world on its head: those who are most effectively 
demasculized, by means of both characterization and plot development, are the virtually omnipotent 
king and his second-in-command, Haman. 

In addition to the general dynamics of power and subjugation, there is the specific 
perspective put forward in Esther on women’s intersectional identity. Put very briefly, any assertion 
of ethnic and religious identity by women appears to be viewed as problematic in the book of Esther. 
More precisely, it is Ahasuerus and the Persian court that appear unsettled at the idea of a woman 
asserting an identity that goes beyond their ideal of uniform (and, naturally, submissive) femininity. 
The edict in Est 1:22, prescribing that a man’s language shall be spoken in the home, establishes the 
preponderance of male ethnic identity, and Est 2:12-14 ensures that the virgins’ previously individual 
and, by implication, intersectional identities make room for homogeneity.179 The demand addressed 
by the court at women – i.e., to abandon important markers of identity and become part of a ‘mass 
product’ - resonates with the experience of a people in exile or diaspora. Like Esther at the palace, the 
Jewish exiles were by no means unique – they were one of many ethnic and religious minorities 
within a vast empire, struggling to combine integration into the economy of this empire with the 
preservation of their own religious and ethnic distinctiveness. Esther, chosen, ‘called by name’ (2:14) 
and ‘loved’ above all others (2:17) embodies the wish to be singled out, in accordance with divine 

                                                             
177 Cf. Bernhard Lang, ‘Die fremde Frau im Harem vergisst ihre Herkunft nicht. Eine ethnologische Notiz zu 
einige Erzählungen in der Bibel,’ in Stephanie Feder & Aurica Nutt (eds), Esthers unbekannte Seiten. 
Theologische Perspektiven auf ein vergessenes biblisches Buch. Grünewald, Ostfildern 2012, 81-89. 
178 Claudia V. Camp, ‘The Three Faces of Queen Esther: Traditional Woman, Royal Diplomat, Authenticator 
of Tradition,’ Academy 38 (1987): 73. 
179 Fox correctly points out the ironical overtones in this passage: “Perhaps alone in the Bible, this author is 
aware of female subservience and is cynical about the masculine qualities that require it” (Fox, Character and 
Ideology in the Book of Esther, 209).  
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promise. The fantastic development of the plot underlines the counterfactual character of this wish, at 
least for the foreseeable future, while at the same time hinting that in the end, God’s, not Ahasuerus’ 
choice will prevail. 
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8.  Judith 
 

A locus of confusion, ‘Judith’ as a topos of thought and 

representation challenges so many of our most dearly held certainties 

that she/it scares many of us out of our wits. 

Mieke Bal1 

 

8.1 Judith in Previous Scholarship 

Does Judith scare us out of our wits? The figure of Judith certainly has a threatening 
potential, which makes more victims than just the Assyrian Army and its leader Holofernes. And this 
potential is not just based on the violence she exhibits when circumstances so require, or on her 
beauty, which seems to temporarily turn all males in her vicinity into witless buffoons. Rather, as Bal 
points out, it is the confusing character of this woman that unsettles us – a heroine who comes to the 
rescue of her people yet seems unaffected by their sufferings; a ‘pious woman’ (8:31) who eloquently 
professes her reliance on YHWH (8:15-16) and then proceeds to devise and execute her own 
murderous plans; a self-declared ‘weak female’ (13:15-16; 16:5) who nevertheless glories in the 
violation of other females (9:4), and, last but not least, a woman who emerges from the shadows and 
takes the initiative normally reserved for the male leaders of the community, only to return to chaste 
widowhood after her task is accomplished. No matter with what questions or preconceived notions 
we approach the book of Judith, the ambiguity inherent in its main character can hardly fail to 
unsettle us as much as it did Holofernes, though hopefully with less fatal consequences. 

 
Excursus: The Original Language of the Book of Judith 

There are more ambiguities to the book of Judith than those surrounding its main 
character. A first uncertainty concerns the issue of language. Within the scope of this 
study, the book of Judith presents a special case not only because, unlike the books of 
Ruth and Esther, it is not included in the canon of the Hebrew Bible, but also because it 
is not at all clear in which language – Hebrew or Greek – is was originally written. In 
addition to the historical relevance of this question – after all, the language in which a 
work was written reveals much about the socio-historical and religious background of its 
writer – it is crucial for the literary analysis of the text as well. An analysis like mine, 
which leans heavily on the principle of intertextuality, must make a choice from the 
outset concerning which texts are deemed appropriate intertexts. Simply put, is it the 
Hebrew Hebrew Bible (though perhaps not in its final shape) that the book of Judith 
views as most important literary and ideological source, or the Septuagint, the 
translation of the Hebrew text into the Greek language?2 Both options have been 
defended in the extant literature, and a definite resolution does not seem at hand.  

                                                             
1 Mieke Bal, ‘Head Hunting. “Judith” on the Cutting Edge of Knowledge,’ JSOT 63 (1994): 16. 
2 The choice between the two has far-reaching consequences. To presuppose a Hebrew original would mean to 
assume a very select intended group of readers, namely primarily those still dwelling in Judea or in its vicinity, 
for whom Hebrew was still a familiar language. A Greek original, on the other hand, would not only imply a 
move towards adoption of the Hellenistic worldview, but also a much larger audience – at the very least, Jews 
living in the Diaspora, and perhaps even non-Jews. 
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All early textual witnesses of the book of Judith are Greek, the oldest Hebrew versions 
(which differ considerably from the Greek text) stemming from a much later date.3 
Based on the many Hebraisms present in the Greek text, the majority of scholars have 
long agreed that this Greek text must be a translation of a Hebrew original.4 
 
However, in more recent years voices have gone up pleading for a reconsideration of this 
conclusion. Scholars like Engel, Rakel, and Corley argue that notwithstanding a possible 
Hebrew origin of the subject matter, the current Greek text presents an autonomous 
work, whose author/translator lived and thought from within a Greek/Septuagint 
context. In other words, according to these scholars, even though a first version of the 
narrative (or at least a ‘stub’ dealing with the general subject matter) may have existed in 
Hebrew, the text as it has been transmitted in the LXX should be approached as a new 
literary creation.5 
Rakel has summarized a wealth of arguments in support of this thesis.6 She concludes 
that the many Hebraisms of the Greek text can be explained as purposeful attempts to 

                                                             
3 See, e.g., Moore, Judith, 101-102. 
4 Examples of such Hebraisms are 1) the frequent use of kai,-parataxis, even for subordinate clauses, 2) the 
occurrence of kai. evge,neto, a direct mirroring of the Hebrew yhyw, 3) the use of pro,sopoj with preposition, similar 
to the Hebrew ~ynp with preposition, 4) the use of ui`oj for marking ethnic identity, and finally, 5) the 
occurrence of o;ti where a Hebrew text would have yk as consecutive or causal conjunction. Last but not least, 
scholars like Moore and Zimmermann point to difficulties in the Greek text that can be explained as 
misreadings – and consequently mistranslations – of a Hebrew original. For more comprehensive overviews of 
textual characteristics pointing to a Hebrew original, see Frank Zimmermann, ‘Aids for the Discovery of the 
Hebrew Original,’ JBL 57 (1938): 67-74; Erich Zenger, Das Buch Judit (Jüdische Schriften aus hellenistisch-
römischer Zeit), Gütersloher Verlagshaus, Gütersloh 1981, 30-31, and Moore, Judith. 
5 Engel pleads for a reconceptualization of the term ‘original language’. Speaking about the Greek text of 
Judith, he argues: “Mir geht es um das literarische und theologische Profil dieser Fassung des Stoffes. Mit 
‘Originalsprache’ soll die Sprache gemeint sein, innerhalb derer der Verfasser/Kompositor des vorliegenden 
Buches gearbeitet und gedacht hat. Meine These ist, dass dies Septuagint-Griechisch war und nicht mehr 
Hebräisch oder Aramäisch” (Helmut Engel, ‘”Der Herr ist ein Gott, der die Kriege zerschlägt”. Zur 
Griechischen Originalsprache und der Struktur des Buches Judit,’ in Klaus-Dietrich Schunck & Martin 
Augustin (eds), Goldene Äpfel in silbernen Schalen. Lang, Frankfurt a.M. 1992, 156). 
6 Rakel, Schönheit, 36-40. To name just a few examples: Comparison with the LXX and the New Testament 
shows that some of the so-called ‘Hebraisms’ in the book of Judith (e.g., the frequent use of kai.-parataxis and 
of kai. evge,neto) are in fact quite typical of koinh,-Greek. The notion that the divine name ku,rioj qeo.j, commonly 
used in the book of Judith must be interpreted as a translation of ~yhla hwhy is not compelling: Comparison 
with the LXX shows that the Hebrew expression is translated in a variety of ways, with or without article and 
with both nouns or either one of them. On the other hand, ku,rioj pantokra,twr, the other title of the God of 
Israel often encountered in the book of Judith, is “unlösbar mit der LXX-Tradition verbunden und nicht aus 
dem hebräischen Text herzuleiten.” Even more recently, Corley has suggested that “[w[hile Hebraic idioms 
and syntax could be evidence of translation-Greek, they could also indicate Semitic interference in the writing 
of an author whose first language was Hebrew, or they could be imitation of the style of earlier Septuagintal 
books which are themselves influenced by Hebrew usage” (Jeremy Corley, ‘Septuagintalisms, Semitic 
Interference, and the Original Language of the Book of Judith,’ in Jeremy Corley & Vincent Skemp (eds), 
Studies in the Greek Bible. Essays in Honor of Francis T. Gignac, S.J. The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 
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anchor the text in the (Hebrew) biblical tradition rather than traces of an ‘incomplete’ or 
at least imperfect process of translation.7 Rakel also criticizes the claim that turning to an 
assumed Hebrew original could solve difficulties in the Greek text. In many cases, she 
argues, explanations from within the Greek text or the textcritical notes are just as or 
even more plausible than the Hebrew expression surmised behind the Greek. 
On a more literary level as well, the Greek text displays several characteristics qualifying 
it as an independent work. First of all, the Leitwortstil remarked by, e.g. Zenger8 hardly 
points in the direction of a translation. Besides, Engel points out a number of stylistic 
figures, which could not have been employed in a translated text.9 Finally, according to 
Rakel, the most convincing argument in favor of a Greek original lies in the many 
intertextual links between the book of Judith and other parts of the Septuagint. In some 
cases, these links consist merely of individual words shared exclusively by the book of 
Judith and another LXX text.10 Much more often, however, the book of Judith alludes to 
or cites other texts from the Hebrew Bible in their LXX-translation.11 
 
In sum, it seems that many of the textual characteristics presented as evidence for a 
Hebrew original can also be read in a different light, namely as conscious Hebraisms 
aimed at establishing a firm link between the book of Judith and, e.g., the narratives of 
the Pentateuch. Conversely, the book of Judith exhibits a number of features that can 
only be explained by reading the Greek text as a literary work in its own right rather than 
as a translation. Therefore, without dismissing the possibility of an older Hebrew 
narrative that the author based himself on, I treat the book of Judith as a Greek literary 
creation rooted in the intertextual world of the Septuagint. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
Monograph Series 44, Catholic Biblical Association of America, Washington, DC 2008, 73). Corley specifically 
addresses each of Moore’s arguments in favor of the assumption that the text is a translation from the Hebrew, 
and refutes them, convincingly, in most cases.  
7 Rakel, Schönheit, 37. 
8 Interestingly, Zenger himself assumes a Hebrew original; however, the Leitworttechnik he discovers in the 
text is based on Greek vocabulary and phrases (e.g., pata,ssein( evkdi,kei/n/evkdi,khsij( avpa,th; see Zenger, Judit, 433-
434). 
9 Engel, ‘Originalsprache,’ 158. 
10 E.g., the qu,rsoj-sticks in Jdt 15:12 and 2 Macc 10:7. 
11 A much discussed example (see also below) is the phrase qeoj suntri,bwn pole,mouj found in Judith 9:7 and 16:2 
and in LXX Ex 15:3. But Rakel and others also point out a host of other parallels with the Greek text of the 
Hebrew Bible, many of which will recur in the course of my analysis. See, e.g., Erich Zenger, ‘Der Juditroman 
als Traditionsmodell des Jahweglaubens,’ TThZ 71 (1962): 288-301, who focuses on parallels with other 
accounts of warfare in which God plays a decisive role; Jan Willem Van Henten, ‘Judith as a Female Moses: 
Judith 7-13 in the Light of Exodus 17, Numbers 20 and Deuteronomy 33:8-11,’ in Fokkelien Van Dijk-
Hemmes & Athalya Brenner (eds), Reflections on Theology and Gender. Kok Pharos, Kampen 1994, 33-48; 
John R. Levison, ‘Judith 16:14 and the Creation of Woman,’ JBL 114 (1995): 467-469. 
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8.1.1 Religion 

Of the three books analyzed in the scope of this study, the book of Judith is the only one in 
which virtually all aspects of religion enumerated in Hargrove’s definition play an explicit and 
significant role.12 References to other texts from the Hebrew Bible/the LXX (myths) are both frequent 
and overt, as is the description of ritual acts with an explicit religious purport. The God of Israel and 
his involvement in history appear to be one of the central themes of the narrative, and last but not 
least, there is a well-defined and active community of believers, organized into recognizable structures, 
with religious experts appearing at regular intervals. My analysis follows this framework (myth, 
ritual, ‘the holy’, and community) closely, with less adaptations than were necessary for the books of 
Ruth and Esther. It is more ‘theological’ in the sense that God -  what is said about him, and the way 
he is (possibly) embodied – plays a much more prominent role that was the case in the other two 
analyses. Although theology as such is not the aim of my analysis, the close association between 
YHWH and his representative Judith call for this difference in emphasis. 

 
Concerning myth, i.e., the ‘foundational memory’ constructed in the book of Judith, 

intertextuality plays an even more pervasive, or rather, more faceted role than was the case with the 
books of Ruth and Esther. Written at a time when most other books of the Hebrew Bible had 
undergone the last stages of the editing process, the book of Judith makes extensive use of intertextual 
allusions to other biblical texts. However, it also alludes more or less explicitly to other writings and 
discourses present in its environment. Consequently, extant analyses often try to link the book of 
Judith to specific religious groups or sects operative in Second Temple Judaism.13 The similarities or 
dissimilarities in terms of theology, ritual practices, and organizational structures between the book 
of Judith on the one hand and, e.g., the Hassidim or forerunners of the Pharisees or Sadduccees often 
claim center stage in these analyses. The most important reference group is found in the Maccabean 
movement and the Hasmonean rule following it.14  

To establish an absolute link with any real or constructed group is not the primary aim of my 
analysis, nor do I believe that such a link is possible in view of our limited knowledge of the groups 

                                                             
12 A closer look at the books of Ruth and Esther has revealed that neither myth nor rituals nor in fact ‘the holy’ 
are as absent from these books as might appear at first sight. In the book of Judith, however, one does not even 
need to look very hard. 
13 See Toni Craven, Artistry and Faith in the Book of Judith (SBL Dissertation Series 70), Scholars Press, Chico 
1983 for an overview of positions on this issue. 
14 As LaCocque puts it: “Judith is not only a David redivivus of sorts, she is Judas Maccabee in the feminine; 
her very name says as much” (LaCoque, Unconventional, 39). Two main positions can be distinguished in this 
regard. Some, like Moore, read the book of Judith in line with the theology/ideology of the Maccabeans: 
“Nothing … about God’s titles or attributes in the book of Judith or about the cultus or about the religious 
practices of individuals is at all unusual or noteworthy. More specifically, all of it is essentially typical of 
Maccabean Judaism” (Moore, Judith, 61). Others are more inclined to emphasize the differences between the 
book of Judith and the Maccabean movement. Rakel, for example, stresses what she perceives to be ‘pacifist’ 
tendencies in the book of Judith, which she locates in direct opposition to the Maccabean ideology (Rakel, 
Schönheit, 110). 
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operative in the 2nd century BCE.15 However, a comparison with contemporary writings, notably 1 
and 2 Maccabees, helps to accentuate the specific character of ‘religion’ in the book of Judith. For this 
purpose, I investigate not only the allusions in the book of Judith to older biblical texts on the one 
hand and the Maccabean writings on the other, but rather attempt to reconstruct the intertextual 
network within which both Maccabean texts and the book of Judith place themselves. Which 
(biblical) genotexts do they appropriate, and in what manner? More generally, I inquire what Judith’s 
extensive use of other texts can tell us about the way it locates itself within – or opposite - the religion 
of Israel as described in these texts. I focus on three thematic fields: the motif of divine testing, 
theodicy, and religious zeal. 

 
Ritual plays a central role in the book of Judith. The part of the plot that deals with the 

Israelites specifically (chapters 4-16) is opened with acts of sacrifice and ritual mourning and 
concluded with sacrifices and a ritual victory procession. Both take place in or around the Jerusalem 
temple, and seem to fit in neatly with the conventions of the time. The same is true for the other ritual 
acts strewn casually throughout the narrative, e.g., the incense offerings (9:1), the ritual significance 
of food (10:5; 11:12-13; 12:2), and the High Priest’s blessing on Judith (15:9). Indeed, Moore remarks:  

 
[E]xcept for almsgiving and the baptism of Gentile converts to Jerusalem, virtually all the 
traditional Jewish practices of both the cultus and individuals are mentioned. In fact, nothing 
noted thus far about God’s title or attributes in the book of Judith or about the cultus or the 
religious practices of individuals is at all noteworthy.16 
 
The conventional character of most rituals in the book of Judith is generally acknowledged,17 

although some scholars also observe a critical stance towards this ritual practice:  
 
Das Juditbuch schätzt die Bedeutung des Kultes für die religöse Freiheit verhaltener ein als 
die Makkabäerbücher (vgl. auch 2 Makk 1,8). So ist das Juditlied vielleicht auch ein 
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15 See, e.g., the widely divergent positions taken on the identity of the Hasidim in Harm Van Grol, ‘Three 
Hasidims and Their Militant Ideologies: 1 and 2 Maccabees, Psalms 144 and 149,’ in Bob Becking & Lester L. 
Grabbe (eds), Between Evidence and Ideology. Essays on the History of Ancient Israel read at the Joint Meeting 
of the Society for Old Testament Study and the Oud Testamentisch Werkgezelschap Lincoln, July 2009. Brill, 
Leiden 2011, 93-115; Lester L. Grabbe, ‘Second Temple Judaism: Challenges, Controversies, and Quibbles in 
the Next Decade,’ Henoch 27 (2005): 13-19. 
16 Moore, Judith, 60-61. 
17 Of course, the question ‘conventional for whom’ is answered differently by diverse scholars. Moore locates 
the rituals in the book of Judith in mainstream Maccabean Judaism (Moore, Judith, 60-61). Mantel, on the 
other hand, insists on a Sadducean origin, precisely because of the strong emphasis on the importance of ritual 
(Hugo Mantel, ‘Ancient Hasidim,’ Studies of Judaism (1976): 60-80, summarized in Craven, Artistry, 118-
120). Indeed, as Eckhardt puts it: “The best evidence for the arbitrariness of ‘sectarian’ readings is that Judith 
has actually been assigned to every single ‘sect’ assumed to have existed in Hasmonean times. If the same 
question and method can lead to a designation of Judith as ‘Hasidic’, ‘Pharisaic’, ‘Sadducee or ‘Essene’, it is 
reasonable to assume that something is wrong with the question itself” (Eckhardt, ‘Reclaiming,’ 244-245).  
18 Rakel, Schönheit. Similarly, Craven, Artistry, 121; LaCoque, Unconventional, 45. 
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My own analysis is not so much concerned with the more obvious rituals in the text as it is 

with another, less conventional layer of ritual practices also present in the narrative. Employing the 
concepts of ritualization and interiorized sacrifice, I take a closer look at two details of the text: 
Judith’s lifestyle prior to her mission, which is marked by a range of ritual and sacrificial practices, 
and her murder of Holofernes and subsequent triumphal procession to Jerusalem. Based on details of 
the plot and the specific vocabulary employed to describe Judith’s acts, I argue that Judith styles 
herself as a holy warrior of YHWH, in line with the descriptions of ‘holy warfare’ in the 
Deuteronomistic writings. 

 
Looking at the way the image of God is construed in the secondary literature, a few recurring 

aspects tend to dominate the discussion: first, the characterization of YHWH as ‘Lord over the whole 
earth’, especially over against Nabuchodonosor’s self-qualification as lord over the same earth; 
second, the issue of divine violence or, vice versa, of a divinely initiated end of all war, and, last but 
not least, the relation between YHWH and Judith. For all of these items, intertextual links between 
the book of Judith and other texts from the Hebrew Bible and Apcorypha are of major importance. 

Several scholars have remarked that Nabuchodonosor is cast as antagonist of YHWH: both 
contend for the role of ‘ruler over the entire earth’.19 As Ernst Haag puts it, in his description of the 
‘Babylonian’ king, the author of the book of Judith 

 
verwendet … meistens solche sprachlichen Wendungen, wie sie sonst im AT nur zur 
Beschreibung Jahwes und seiner mit göttlicher Souveränität durchgeführten Handlungen 
gebraucht werden. Der Leser erkennt auf diese Weise hinter der Rede des Nabochodonosor 
den Plan einer gottfeindlichen Weltmacht, die sich im Zuge ihrer totalitären 
Machtentfaltung anschickt, auch mit Jahwe selbst den Kampf aufzunehmen.20  
 
As pointed out by, e.g., Zenger and Moore, Nabuchodonosor is not the first representative of 

the ‘gottfeindliche Weltmacht’ Israel encounters in the course of its history.21 Sennacherib and 
Nicanor play a very similar role, and are overthrown in similarly miraculous ways.22 In the book of 
Judith, the antagonism between Nabuchodonosor and YHWH is thus developed along two different 
lines: on the one hand, much of the vocabulary that is otherwise only applicable to YHWH (latreu,w, 
e.pikalew, ei.j qeo,n, kurioj pa,shj th/j gh/j etc.) is now used by Nabuchodonosor himself and his 
captain Holofernes to bolster the former’s claim to power. On the other hand, Nabuchodonosor is 
likened to other despots who threaten Jerusalem, the city of YHWH, and are ultimately repelled. 

 

The antagonism between Nabuchodonosor and YHWH is firmly established in the literature, 
and I will not add to this discussion. Instead, I focus on the question whether YHWH’s victory over 
his belligerent contenders implies that the God of Israel is equally violent, and if and how the woman 
Judith represents this God. Interestingly, there are very few scholars who describe YHWH’s acts and 

                                                             
19 E.g., Ernst Haag, ‘Die besondere literarische Art des Buches Judith und seine theologische Bedeutung,’ TThZ 
83 (1974): 293; Craven, Artistry; Rakel, Schönheit, 175. 
20 Haag, ‘Literarische Art,’ 293. 
21 Zenger, Judit, 435, 441-443; Moore, Judith, 45. 
22 See 2 Kings 18-19, Isaiah 36-39, Chronicles 32 for Sennacherib and 1 Macc 7 and 2 Macc 15 for Nicanor. 
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character in the book of Judith in really aggressive terms. Day’s analysis is one exception - she 
remarks: “Judith’s presentation of God is one of great violence.”23 Other scholars usually prefer to 
speak of God’s salvatory involvement with Israel, or his Heilsplan, arguing that the phrase qeo,j 
suntri,bwn pole,mouj (Jdt 9:7; 16:2) does not imply a God who fights on behalf of his people, but rather 
one who crushes war per se.24 

However, I would argue that even if Judith’s description of YHWH as the God who crushes 
war in 9:7 and 16:2 could convincingly be read as a peaceful reference, the rest of the narrative does 
not offer a very irenic image of the deity, nor of his mouthpiece and right hand, Judith. This leads to 
the second focal point of my analysis: the correlation between the deity and his self-proclaimed 
earthly representative. Various terms have been employed for Judith’s role, ranging from ‘helper’ to 
“weibliche Epiphanie des Rettergottes”25 and “Offenbarungsträgerin JHWH’s”.26 One significant 
issue in this regard is the question who must be identified as the main actor in the narrative: Judith, 
or YHWH, or YHWH via Judith? In similar ways as the women of the neighborhood do with the 
birth of Obed in Ruth 4, Judith and others attribute the deliverance of Israel to YHWH. But does this 
automatically require that he is in fact responsible for this deliverance? In other words: does YHWH 
act in the story or are only the actions of others (especially Judith) ascribed to him? Day convincingly 
argues that the latter is the case: “God is, in essence, a nonentity in the events. In theological aspect, 
the story tells us far more about how people speak about God … than about God’s character and 
actions.”27 

The respective roles of Judith and YHWH have consequences for the gendered image of God 
as well. If it is the case that Judith acts on behalf of YHWH, then everything Judith does – and is – in 
the name of YHWH reflects back on her alleged divine ‘commander in chief’. Zenger tentatively 
suggests that the book of Judith paints an alternative, more female image of YHWH, without, 
however, placing a female divine savior next to him.28 Yet it seems questionable whether the chaste 

                                                             
23 Linda Day, ‘Faith, Character, and Perspective in Judith,’ JSOT 95 (2001): 78. 
24 E.g., Haag, ‘Literarische Art’; Craven, Artistry; LaCoque, Unconventional. For the contrary position, see 
Larry Perkins, ‘”The Lord Is a Warrior” - “The Lord Who Shatters Wars”: Exod 15:3 and Jdt 9:7; 16:2,’ 
BIOSCS 40 (2007): 121-138. The tendency to focus on the salvific aspects of God’s actions for Israel is 
comparable to interpretations of Esther that play down the violence committed against the enemies of the 
Jews.  
25 Erich Zenger, ‘”Wir erkennen keinen anderen als Gott an.” (Jdt 8, 20). Programm und Relevanz des Buches 
Judit,’ Religionsunterricht an höheren Schulen 39 (1996): 33. 
26 Rakel, Schönheit, 122. 
27 Day, ‘Faith,’ 92. In this regard, the book of Judith closely resembles the book of Ruth, where the manner and 
measure of God’s involvement in the plot is up for interpretation as well. For a more positive construal of the 
relationship between Judith and her God, see, e.g., Anne-Marie Korte, ‘Judit: Zelfvertrouwen en 
Godsvertrouwen,’ in Frans Maas, Jacques Maas & Klaas Spronk (eds), De bijbel spiritueel. Bronnen van 
geestelijk leven in de bijbelse geschriften. Meinema, Zoetermeer 2004, 231-238. 
28 Zenger, Judit, 437: “Als religionspsychologisches Phänomen mag man die Erotisierung im Buch Judith als 
den Versuch bewerten, in den stark männlich geprägten Jahweglauben das weibliche Element in der 
Mutterfigur Judit stärker zu integrieren. Den äußeren Anstoß dazu könnte die sich in der hellenistischen 
Epoche weltweit ausbreitende Isisreligion gegeben haben. Die im Juditbuch Jahwe klar untergeordnete 
Rettergestalt der Judith wäre in diesem Fall die Absage an ein mit Jahwe konkurrierendes weibliches 
Heilsprinzip.” 
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and childless widow Judith can be a convincing bearer of motherly imagery, as Zenger would have it. 
Whatever perspective one takes on Judith as a woman also has consequences for one’s conclusions 
about her as a representative of YHWH.  

My interpretation seriously questions the possibility to arrive at an irenic image of God in the 
book of Judith, and to take his involvement with Judith and the people of Israel at face value. Based 
on Judith actions and her speeches cq. songs, I argue that God has lost nothing of the belligerent 
tendencies he displays in, e.g., Exodus, and that Judith is cast in the role of a holy warrior of her 
people rather than a philanthropic, typically feminine (though dangerously attractive) saint. 

 
The fourth and last aspect of religion, community, has invited broad scholarly discussion as 

well. The book of Judith paints organizational structures and a community characterized by clear 
hierarchies and a close association of religion and politics. Consequently, the book is sometimes read 
as a reflection of the circumstances under Hasmonean rule.29 Concerning the role of religious leaders, 
for example, Moore comments on the “sweeping military and political powers of the high priest (4.6) 
and the supremacy of the Jerusalem council over other Jewish councils,” and concludes that the 
theology, the ritual practices, and the organization of the community are “essentially typical of 
Maccabean Judaism.”30 

 
However, other readers rightly point out unofficial and perhaps even subversive tendencies 

also present in the narrative. Rakel, for example, reads the character of Judith as a counterfigure 
against current practices of priesthood and politics:  

 
Angesichts der Tatsache, dass zur Entstehungszeit des Juditbuches sowohl das politische als 
auch das priesterliche Amt in der Hand des Herrschergeschlechtes der Hasmonäer sind … 
scheint das Juditbuch ein Plädoyer gegen die Verquickung von königlicher Herrschaft, die 
das Führen von Kriegen einschließt, und priesterlichem Amt zu formulieren, wenn eine Frau 
das Leinengewand anzieht, um einen Krieg zu verhindern.31 
 
Similarly, LaCocque, emphasizes  
 
the ambiguity of Judith’s attitude vis-à-vis the civil and religious authorities. She 
acknowledges the legitimacy of the leadership of the high priest, of the mayor and the 
government of Bethuliah – but she confronts them and calls them to accountability.32  

                                                             
29 E.g., Moore, Judith; Rakel, Schönheit; LaCoque, Unconventional. 
30 Moore, Judith, 50. 
31 Rakel, Schönheit, 132. Of course, Judith does not exactly avert the war, she only changes its outcome.  
32 LaCoque, Unconventional, 44-45. LaCocque locates the book of Judith within the Hasidic ideology. 
However, this characterization is problematic, if only due to the extremely contradictory information about 
this movement provided in the contemporaneous sources. 1 Maccabees 2:29ff, for example, portrays the 
Hasidim as a peace-loving group of religious ascetics who are willing to die rather than defend themselves on 
the Sabbath. However, verse 42 relates that a number of Hasidim then join Mattathias in his resolve to fight on 
the Sabbath if circumstances so require. In 2 Macc 14:6, Alcimus – admittedly an enemy of the Hasidim – casts 
them in the role of rebels and warmongers under the leadership of Judas Maccabee. Even if more credence is 
given to the first account, the origins, beliefs, and political and military engagement of the Hasidim remain in 
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According to LaCocque, then, even though the status quo described in the book is in line with 

community structures to be expected in Hasmonean Judea, the figure of Judith destabilizes this status 
quo by both actions and words. 

Interesting though this tension between ‘what is’ and ‘what should be’ is, the focal point of 
my analysis is a different one. Rather than investigate the inner workings of the community, I explore 
the use of one core metaphor and its implications for the community’s borders. In her prayer in 
chapter 9, Judith likens the Assyrian attack to the rape of Dinah. In her psalm, too, rape imagery 
resurfaces. It is this image of the community as violated female body that lies at the basis of my 
investigation of community in the book of Judith. 

 
In sum, extant interpretations of the book of Judith tend to focus on the official aspects of 

religion in the book, and often link these aspects to specific groups supposedly active in 2nd century 
BCE Judea. The book is read as an actualization of YHWH’s struggle against human contenders for 
lordship over the entire earth, or as a variation of the biblical themes ‘miraculous deliverance of 
Jerusalem’ and ‘cunning woman defeats enemy captain’. My own analysis, guided by the framework 
of myth, ritual, image of God, and community, inquires if and how Judith appropriates, confirms, or 
alters traditional concepts or practices. Focusing on a selection of themes (divine testing, theodicy, 
religious zeal, ritualization and sacrifice, God’s character and his relation to Judith, and finally, the 
image of the community), I arrive at a construal of religion in Judith that is characterized by tensions, 
not only regarding the relative role of preservation and innovation, but also, e.g., a deity that is 
portrayed as both caring and violent, and a divine representative whose character is equally 
ambivalent.  

 
8.1.2 Ethnicity 

Compared to the prominent place ethnicity occupies in analyses of the books of Ruth and 
Esther, this aspect of identity is rather marginal in literature on Judith. Religion and gender are 
usually in the foreground, sometimes supplemented by reflections on the political outlook of the 
book. Relatively little attention is paid to the terminology employed to describe either the people of 
Israel (often ui`oi, Israhl) or the other peoples making an appearance in the narrative. Neither is the 
significance of the Judean ‘homeland’ or the city of Jerusalem discussed in an ethnic context. 
Jerusalem occupies a prominent place in many commentaries on Judith, but is usually exclusively 
approached in religious terms as the ‘city of YHWH’. A similar tendency is visible in interpretations 
of the speeches of Judith and Achior. They are scrutinized for their religious import, but hardly ever 
read as examples of the ‘shared historical memories’ of the ethnie Israel. Even Judith’s genealogy is 
rarely discussed in terms of its ethnic relevance.33 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
the shadows. See Grabbe, ‘Challenges’ for a minimalistic account of our knowledge of the Hasidim, and Van 
Grol, ‘Evidence’ for a more optimistic interpretation of the evidence. 
33 Van Henten, for example, asserts: “The author presents Judith in this genealogy as the ideal Israelite woman 
who represents more than one tribe” (Van Henten, ‘Female Moses,’ 35). However, it remains unclear how 
‘Israel’ must be understood in this context – as a nation, a religious community, an ethnic group, or an 
idealized, no longer existing entity? 
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Without a doubt, religion plays a central role for the identity of Israel in the book of Judith. 
However, religion is not the only pillar on which this identity rests. The terminology employed to 
describe Israel at least hints into the direction of a composite identity, in which religion and ethnicity 
complement and reinforce one another.34 There are other indications as well that aspects of ethnicity 
matter, e.g., Judith’s lengthy genealogy, and the emphasis on the homeland of the Israelites (their 
‘inheritance’, 4:12; 8:22). Last but not least, there are strong indications that Israel is construed as 
YHWH’s chosen people – a concept that leans on both ethnic and religious aspects of identity. 

Interestingly, it is the Ammonite Achior who provides an elaborate account of the religious 
and ethnic ancestry of the Israelites. In his speech in chapter 5, Achior refers to the Israelites as a lao.j 
… avpo,gonai Caldai,wn (‘a people descended from the Chaldeans’, verse 6). Adolfo D. Roitman 
makes an interesting case by placing Achior’s phrase within the context of “the ethnographic genre 
prevailing in Hellenistic historiography.”35 This genre, Roitman asserts, is quite different from the 
historical accounts found in the bible. After all, “when summarizing their own history the ancients in 
biblical times seemingly thought it more worthy to stress their religious beginnings (namely, their 
election by God and his salvific action in Egypt) than to recall the ethnic origins of the nation.”36 
According to Roitman, then, the peculiar phrase at the beginning of Achior’s speech aims both at 
conforming the account of Israel’s origin to the ethnographic genre of Hellenistic historiography, and 
on the level of content, to oppose contemporaneous derisory accounts that placed Israel’s roots in 
Egypt, from where, according to these accounts, they were disgracefully expelled.37 If Roitman is 
correct, Achior’s speech can be viewed as a hint that apparently ethnicity, understood here mainly as 
genealogical descent, did play a role for the construal of Israelite identity in the book of Judith.  

 
The figure of Achior adds another interesting detail to the plot: he is “added to the house of 

Israel” (Jdt 14:10). The ambiguity surrounding this event is strongly reminiscent of Ruth joining 
Israel. As has often been remarked, the Moabite Ruth and the Ammonite Achior represent the two 
groups excluded from the assembly of YHWH in Dtr 23:4-5. In line with his assumption that Judith, 
along with Ruth and Susanna, represents the viewpoint of an oppositional party in Jerusalem in the 
second century B.C.E., LaCocque concludes: 

 
The character of Achior is meant to break up a stalemate and to make an opening on the 
redemption of some at least among the nations, even though the nations are coalesced 
against Israel under the leadership of Holofernes.38 

 

                                                             
34 This observation may appear self-evident in a book written during a period when ethnic and religious 
identity almost always went hand in hand. However, the roughly contemporaneous books of Maccabees 
differentiate between those actually adhering to the ‘Jewish’ religion and those who have ‘Jewish genes’ but 
have adopted the religion of the Hellenistic invaders. Apparently, the complete overlap of ethnic and religious 
identity was not entirely self-evident in Judith’s world. 
35 Adolfo D. Roitman, ‘”This People Are Descendants of Chaldeans” (Judith 5:6): Its Literary Form and 
Historical Setting,’ JBL 113 (1994): 247. 
36 Roitman, ‘Chaldeans,’ 247, author’s italics. 
37 For details, see Roitman, ‘Chaldeans,’ 259ff. 
38 LaCoque, Unconventional, 41. 
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Other authors have pointed out the parallels between the way the change in Achior’s identity 
is accomplished on the one hand, and the tradition of Jewish-Hellenistic narratives of conversion on 
the other. Zenger, for example, asserts: “Die Rede, die Achior vor Holofernes hält, ist beeinflusst vom 
Stil der jüdisch-hellenistischen Missionshomilie (Jdt 5,5-19).”39  The central question is, again, 
whether an exclusively religious conversion would have been conceivable in the ideological world in 
and behind the book of Judith. Was the crossing of ethnic boundaries implied in religious 
conversion? Can Achior follow in the path prepared by his predecessor Ruth? Or was ethnic 
‘conversion’ an unheard-of concept, as, e.g., Cohen argues?40 

 
In my own analysis, guided by the framework provided by Hutchinson and Smith, I 

scrutinize Achior’s speech as well as other details of the narrative (e.g., terminology, references to 
shared historical memories, the construal of a homeland, and indications for the concept of ethnic 
election) for allusions to an Israelite identity that is ethnic as well as religious. Finally, I turn to an 
event that demonstrates, once again, the intricate connection between the two: Achior’s integration 
into the people of Israel. 
 

8.1.3 Gender 

At first sight, the figure of Judith appears to be a feminist dream come true.41  She combines 
beauty with wits, and is universally acknowledged as the most appropriate leader in a time of crisis. 
As a widow, not finding herself fixed to the stereotypical roles of wife and mother, she is free to assert 
her own sexuality and apply it for the greater good. She does not engage in the animosity between 
females so often characteristic of biblical narratives (e.g., Rachel and Leah, Hannah and Peninnah), 
but rather forms a lifelong alliance with her female slave.42 And last but not least, she assumes 
religious responsibilities usually deemed male prerogatives (leading the community in prayer and 
worship, organizing the sacrifices, etc.). The men in the story, on the other hand, come across as 
either suffering from megalomania (Nabuchodonosor and Holofernes), or from indecisiveness and a 
general lack of initiative (the high priests in Jerusalem and the elders of Bethulia). All of them alike 
are captured by Judith’s appearance and acknowledge the superiority of her piety and wisdom. The 
feminist reader is tempted to conclude that here, finally, we have a book where things are as they 
should be. 

 
 At second sight, however, the reader encounters a number of troubling ambiguities 

regarding the book’s outlook on gender in general and Judith’s role as heroine in particular. Judith 

                                                             
39 Römer, Deuteronomistic History, 75. 
40 Cohen, Jewishness, 18, 122. 
41 Of course, ‘feminism’ is no clear-cut concept, and one feminist’s dream may well be another’s nightmare. In 
this instance, I use it as a general term for approaches interested in highlighting and advancing the role of 
women. 
42 The reader is reminded of Ruth and Naomi, who also work together to bring the narrative to a satisfying 
solution. Of course, the relationship between mistress and servant and mother-in-law and daughter-in-law 
differs on many levels (e.g., hierarchy and intimacy), but the lifelong commitment and mutual trust are 
common to the heroines of both narratives. 
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acts as leader for a very limited time, and having accomplished her task, returns to chaste widowhood 
for the rest of her life.43 She consciously turns herself into a spectacle for male eyes, and willingly 
takes the risk of being violated in the Assyrian camp.44 She beats Holofernes through the combined 
use of beauty and duplicity, thereby simultaneously challenging notions of male superiority and 
affirming the stereotype that women must and will resort to ‘women’s wiles’ in order to win from 
men.45 And quite contrary to the idea(l) that women reach their goals in non-violent ways, Judith 
displays a fondness of aggression in both actions and words that is usually deemed typical of men 
rather than women, and is disturbing in both. Last but not least, one may wonder whether the image 
of the female warrior that Judith seems to embody46 deconstructs or rather “underscores the 
normative maleness of the world in which she moves.”47 Whether she does indeed embody the 
notion of ‘female warrior’, is subject to discussion. Peters argues to the contrary: 

 
Judith does not put on man’s apparel, does not disguise her gender to go to war, although 
like other woman warriors, for a short while she epitomizes the characteristics of both 
genders. […] Contrary to the female warrior of tradition, she chooses to be a sex object.48 
 
LaCoque poignantly expresses the ambiguity inherent in the book as he wonders about its 

possible author: “We are thus faced with the alternatives of attributing the authorship to a woman 
purposely adopting a male world view, or to a man subversively magnifying the feminine element in 
the Heilsgeschichte.”49 My own interest is not so much in the gender of the author, or even in the 
presence of F or M voices in the narrative.50 But LaCoque’s observation points to an important 
feature of the character of Judith and the book as a whole: on the one hand, there are no clear-cut 
gender divisions, as Judith assumes the roles and responsibilities of both pious woman and warrior. 

                                                             
43 See, e.g., Amy-Jill Levine, ‘Sacrifice and Salvation: Otherness and Domestication in the Book of Judith,’ in 
Athalya Brenner (ed.), A Feminist Companion to Esther, Judith and Susanna. T&T Clark, London, New York 
1995, 208-223. 
44 Renate Peters, ‘The Metamorphoses of Judith in Literature and Art: War by Other Means,’ in Andrew 
Monnickendam (ed.), Dressing Up for War: Transformations of Gender and Genre in the Discourse and 
Literature of War. Rodopi, Amsterdam 2001, 113. 
45 Betsy Merideth, ‘Desire and Danger: The Drama of Betrayal in Judges and Judith,’ in Mieke Bal (ed.), Anti-
Covenant. Counter-Reading Women’s Lives in the Hebrew Bible. Almond Press, Sheffield 1989, 63-77. 
46 Mary Coote, ‘Comment on “Narrative Structures in the Book of Judith”,’ in Luis Alonzo Schökel & Wilhelm 
W. Wuellner (eds), Narrative Structure in the Book of Judith. Protocol of the Colloquy of the Center for 
Hermeneutical Studies in Hellenistic and Modern Culture. Center for Hermeneutical Studies, Berkeley 1975, 
21. 
47 Gale A. Yee, ‘By the Hand of a Woman: The Metaphor of the Woman Warrior in Judges 4,’ Semeia 61 
(1993): 99-132. Yee, in turn, bases her analysis of Deborah and Jael on Antonia Fraser, The Warrior Queens: 
The Legends and the Lives of Women Who Have Led Their Nations in War, Vantage, New York 1990. 
48 Peters, ‘Metamorphoses,’ 113. 
49 LaCoque, Unconventional, 39. 
50 For the concept in general, see Brenner & Van Dijk-Hemmes, Gendering Texts; Bekkenkamp & Dröes, The 
Double Voice Of Her Desire. Texts by Fokkelien van Dijk-Hemmes. For an application to the book of Judith, see 
Jan Willem Van Henten, ‘Judith as Alternative Leader: A Rereading of Judith 7-13,’ in Athalya Brenner (ed.), 
A Feminist Companion to Esther, Judith and Susanna. T&T Clark, London 1995, 224-252. 
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On the other hand, the entire narrative lives by the grace of gender stereotypes: female beauty and 
cunning are contrasted with male aggression and proneness to hubris. Judith seems to reverse these 
stereotypes at least temporarily, but the stereotypes themselves remain unchallenged. Montley, for 
example, reads Judith through the lenses of psychoanalysis as an androgynous figure who embodies a 
variety of archetypes (Amazone, femme fatale, asexual, godly woman) in turn. She concludes that “in 
her marvelous androgyny, Judith embodies yet somehow transcends the male/female dichotomy. To 
this extent, she is a heroine who rises above the sexism of her author’s culture.”51 However, as Rakel 
points out, the binary division between male and female is not annulled in readings such as 
Montley’s: 

 
Tiefenpsychologischer Feminismus und androzentrisch strukturiertes Denken des 
Geschlechterverhältnisses treffen sich dort, wo beide sehr klare, fast biologistisch wirkende 
Geschlechterstereotype verwenden. An Judit werden sie dadurch reproduziert, dass auf der 
einen Seite Hinterhältigkeit und sexuelle Verführung weibliche, auf der andere Seite 
Aggressivität und Tötung männliche Attribute sein sollen. Die Behauptung, dass die 
klassischen binären Pole von Männlichkeit und Weiblichkeit schon überwunden seien, wenn 
eine literarische Figur beide in sich vereint, ist eine Fehleinschätzung. Sie werden lediglich 
über die Vergeschlechtlichung von Verhaltensweisen oder Handlungen erneut 
festgeschrieben.52 
 
Thus, instead of effectively deconstructing gender stereotypes, the book of Judith merely 

seems to change their designation. And even this change is temporary rather than permanent.  
 
My analysis of gender in the book of Judith focuses on the roles Judith assumes in the course 

of the narrative (widow, intercessor, seductress, holy warrior, priest), always asking how these roles – 
all of which come with more or less stable gender expectations – are reconfigured through their 
application to Judith. Other female figures (especially Dinah) and groups (e.g., the women of 
Bethulia) receive their share of attention as well. Put very briefly, I argue that the book of Judith 
employs and sometimes amends a variety of gender schemata familiar from biblical literature, each of 
which adds a distinct facet to the image of women, to the image of the community, and ultimately, to 
the image of God. 

 

8.2 Religious Identity in Judith 

Religion in the book of Judith is omnipresent and complex. Rather than attempt to offer a 
comprehensive appraisal of the various expressions of religion in the narrative, I focus on a few of 
relevant themes. The figure of Judith herself plays a central role for the selection and treatment of 
these themes – she is, after all, the reader’s most eloquent source in this regard. It is in her prayers 
and speeches that “die entscheidenden theologischen Reflexionen stattfinden.”53 Consequently, 

                                                             
51 Patricia Montley, ‘Judith in the Fine Arts: The Appeal of the Archetypical Androgyne,’ Anima 4 (1978): 40. 
52 Rakel, Schönheit, 74-75. 
53 Barbara Schmitz, Gedeutete Geschichte. Die Funktion der Reden und Gebete im Buch Judit (Herders Biblische 
Studien 40), Herder, Freiburg 2004, 3.  
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Judith’s words and actions form one of the main foci of my analysis, supplemented by those of other 
Israelites and, interestingly, the Ammonite Achior. 

 
8.2.2 Judith’s Myths 

In the introduction, following Assmann, I defined ‘myth’ as the “Semiotisierung der 
Geschichte.”54 Writing after most biblical texts had attained a more or less canonical status, the 
author of Judith could take his pick from the ‘meaningful history’ of Israel, and he makes extensive 
use of this privileged position. 

Through sermons, prayers, ascriptions, and psalms, Judith embeds her actions in the grand 
narrative of Israel – or at least in her interpretation of this narrative. She explicitly refers to a number 
of heroes from the past, construing the current situation and her own role as one more link in the 
chain of God’s dealings with his people.55 More implicitly, several details of the plot seem to be 
fashioned after well-known narratives from the Hebrew Bible (or rather, as was established above, the 
Septuagint). The name of the respective hero/ine (e.g., Deborah or David) is not mentioned, but their 
actions are recalled through keywords, plot structure, etc. Both aspects of intertextuality (explicit and 
implicit) in the book of Judith have received their share of attention in extant scholarship.56 My 
primary aim is to investigate not only how the author selects his genotexts, but also how he treats 
them. Which details are taken over, which are left out, and where is an actual change in terms of plot, 
vocabulary etc. introduced? What do tensions between genotext and phenotext imply for the 
religious outlook developed in the book of Judith? And last but not least, what do all these issues have 
to do with the figure of Judith and the community of Israel imagined in the narrative? I focus on 
three topics: divine testing, theodicy, and religious zeal. 

 
8.2.2.1 The Motif of Testing 
In her speeches and prayers, Judith limits herself to references to the earliest period of Israel’s 

existence, the era of the patriarchs. Central figures from somewhat more recent ‘history’, like Moses, 
prominent judges, or David go unnoticed, even though the challenges they faced (namely, the threat 
of annihilation by the forces of foreign nations) would appear to be more similar to the precarious 
situation of the Israelites under the Assyrian threat described in Judith. While addressing the elders, 
Judith does refer vaguely to a period in which the Israelites “rebelled and worshiped handmade gods” 
(Jdt 8:18). “For that reason”, she explains, “our fathers were given up to the sword and to plunder, 
and they fell as a large corpse before our enemies” (8:19). However, rather than look for the 
similarities between that situation and the current one, Judith contrasts the two: “But we know no 
other God than him; therefore, let us hope that he will not disregard us, nor any of our people” (8:20). 

                                                             
54 Assmann, Gedächtnis, 78. See above, section 3.1.1.  
55 Cf. Schmitz, Geschichte, 435: “Es kann also plausibel gemacht werden, dass die Reden und Gebete eine 
zentrale Funktion in der Juditerzählung einnehmen, die der Reflexion, der Handlungsstrukturierung und der 
Deutung des Geschehens dienen.” 
56  E.g., Zenger, ‘Traditionsmodell’; Haag, ‘Literarische Art’; LaCoque, Unconventional; Sidnie White 
Crawford, ‘In the Steps of Jael and Deborah: Judith as Heroine,’ in James C. VanderKam (ed.), “No One Spoke 
Ill of Her”. Essays on Judith. Scholars Press, Atlanta 1992, 5-16; Levison, ‘Creation’; Van Henten, ‘Female 
Moses’; Rakel, Schönheit. 
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Whereas Judith views the military threats confronting earlier generations as rightful punishment for 
their sins, this reasoning does not apply to the situation confronting herself and her contemporaries. 

Instead, in her rebuke of the elders, Judith compares the current situation of the Israelites 
with the lives of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, claiming that God “peira,zei us, just as he did with our 
fathers. Remember what he did with Abraham, and how he evpeira,zen Isaac and what happened to 
Jacob in Mesopotamia in Syria, when he tended the sheep of Laban, his mother’s brother” (Jdt 8:25-
26). The verb Judith employs here, peira,zw, can be translated as ‘try’, ‘test’, or ‘tempt’, with 
connotations ranging from the more neutral ‘testing’ in the sense of experimenting in order to gain 
knowledge,57 to the religiously charged ‘tempting’ in order to seduce to sin.58 In the LXX, the word 
first occurs in Gen 22:1, where it introduces Abraham’s infamous almost-sacrifice of Isaac: “And it 
came to pass after these things that God tried (evpeira,zen) Abraham.” Here, as always when God is the 
subject of the verb, both connotations combine to convey a sense of experimenting (‘How far will 
Abraham go?’) as well as temptation (‘will Abraham sin by withholding his son from God – or by 
killing him?’).  

Remarkably, with the exception of the story of Abraham, the motif of testing is almost absent 
from the patriarchal narratives. This does not withhold Judith, however, from introducing it into her 
appropriation of Isaac and Jacob. Based on her interpretation of the trials of the patriarchs as divine 
testing, Judith reads their personal histories as prototypical for the situation of the Bethulians. 

 
In contrast with the patriarchal history, the motif of divine testing does occur frequently in 

the books recounting the Exodus and Conquest of the Promised Land.59 There, the people of Israel 
are portrayed as testing God - by complaining about the lack of water (Ex 17) and expressing the wish 
to return to Egypt (Numbers 4). Even more frequently, it is God who tests (peira,zw) the people, by 
literally providing ‘daily bread’ and no more (Ex 16:4), by showing himself as a threatening cloud of 
thunder (Ex 20:18-20), by sending false prophets (Dtr 13:1-3), or by not wiping out the population of 
Canaan entirely (Jdg 2:21-22; 3:1). In all of these texts, the lesson to be learned seems to be the same 
as the one Judith is trying to convey: humans are in no position to challenge God, but God may test 
his people in order to assess the authenticity of their faith. Surprisingly, Judith does not refer to the 
seemingly more obvious parallels between the Exodus and the conquest on the one hand and the 
situation of the Bethulians on the other. Instead, she takes the essential message she perceives in these 
narratives – God may test, humans may not – and applies it first to the patriarchal narratives, and via 
these narratives, to her own situation.  

What appears as an unnecessary detour may in fact have a very good reason. In Exodus, 
Numbers, and Deuteronomy, the people are generally portrayed as ‘testy’ in the true sense of the 
word: they hesitate, complain, and turn to the worship of idols as soon as Moses looks the other way. 

                                                             
57 E.g., in 1 Kgs 10:1 and 2 Chr 9:1, the queen of Sheba is reported to peira,zein Solomon in order to ascertain 
whether his reputation of great wisdom is justified.  
58 E.g., Ps 34:16: “They tempted me, they mocked me exceedingly, they gnashed their teeth at me.” See, e.g., 
Johannes P. Louw & Eugene A. Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament Based on Semantic 
Domains, United Bible Societies, New York 1988; Joseph Thayer, Thayer’s Greek English Lexicon of the New 
Testament, Hendrickson Publishers, 1995; Henry George Liddel, Robert Scott & Henry Stuart Jones, A Greek 
English Lexicon, Clarendon Press, Oxford 1996. 
59 E.g., Ex 15:26; 16:4; 17:2,7; 20:20; Num 14:22; Dtr 4:34; 13:3; 33:8; Jdg 2:22; 3:1, 4; 6:39. 
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Through the reference to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, Judith introduces the element of innocence that 
is lacking from the Exodus stories. After all, the patriarchs, although cunning and sometimes 
downright dishonest (e.g., Gen 27), have a much better reputation than the generation of the Exodus 
when it comes to the constancy of their faith. This, apparently, makes them more suitable role models 
for Judith’s purposes. In short, Judith judges only those narratives from the bible featuring characters 
whose faith is beyond reproach - and who nevertheless found themselves in ‘trying’ situations - as 
relevant reference points for the present situation. The Bethulians, although not guilty of idolatry, are 
in danger of making the same mistake as the Wilderness generation. By referring them to the 
example of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, Judith exhorts them to submit to their trial as a legitimate test 
by their God’s. 

 
8.2.2.2 Rationalizing Evil 
The motif of testing hints that the book of Judith deals with the eternal question of theodicy. 

Like Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the people of Bethulia and Israel are ‘good’, so why do ‘bad things’ 
happen to them? The book offers two distinct answers to this question. The first, apparently 
mainstream ‘deuteronomistic’ reasoning is put in the mouth of Achior the Ammonite (Jdt 5). The 
second one, which allows for more incongruities, can be found in Judith’s speeches and prayers.  
 

More than one scholar has called the book of Judith ‘Deuteronomistic’.60 Reduced to its 
basics, the Deuteronomists’ answer to the question why ‘bad things’ happens to ‘good people’ is to 
declare that ‘bad things’ in fact happen to ‘bad people’: if Israel finds itself in exile, then its actions 
(idolatry, disobedience) must have been deserving of such drastic measures. And reversely, if Israel 
does not sin, it will remain under YHWH’s protection, even against the most formidable enemy.61 

Surprisingly enough, it is the Ammonite Achior who displays the firmest grasp of classic 
Deuteronomistic theology. In answer to Holofernes inquiry about the nature of the Israelites and the 
reason for their failure to surrender to him, Achior recounts his own version of Israel’s history (5:5-
21). In verse 17 and 18, Achior ventures a theological explanation for both the military successes and 
the disasters that have befallen the Israelites:  

 
Kai e[wj ou,c h[marton evnw,pion tou/ 

qeou/ auvtw/n( h=n met v auvtw/n ta. avgaqa,( 

o[ti qeo.j misw/n avdiki,an met v auvtw/n 

evstin) 

o[te de. avpe,sthsan avpo. th/j o`dou/( h-j 

die,qeto autoi/j( evxwleqreu,qhsan evn 

polloi/j pole,moij evpi polu. sfo,dra kai. 

hv|cmalwteu,qhsan eivj gh/n ouvk ivdian( 

kai. o` nao.j tou/ qeou/ auvtw/n evgenh,qh 

eivj e;dafoj( kai. ai` po,leij auvtwn 

 And as long as they did not sin before 
their God, it went well with them, for 
their God hated it if there was any 
unrighteousness among them.  
But as soon as they departed from the 
way (of) which he had made a 
covenant with them, they were 
destroyed in many wars, even very 
many, and led captive to a country 
they did not know, and the temple of 

                                                             
60 E.g., Moore, Judith, 60, 161; Rakel, Schönheit, 155. 
61 Thus first proposed in Martin Noth, Überlieferungsgeschichtliche Studien, Max Niemeyer Verlag, Halle 1943. 
For more recent (and more critical) approaches to the ‘so-called Deuteronomistic History’, see, e.g, Thomas 
Römer (ed.), The Future of the Deuteronomistic History. Peeters, Leuven 2000. 
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evkpath,qhsan u`po. tw/n u`penanti,wn) their God was torn down to the 
ground, and their cities were taken 
over by their enemies. 

 
Achior concludes that an Assyrian victory does not depend on Assyrian military power or 

prowess, but can only be accomplished if the Israelites sin against their God (5: 20-21) and 
consequently lose the divine protection they enjoy as long as their conduct is blameless. The 
Ammonite Achior advocates a rigid version of the Deuteronomistic schema: if Israel does not sin, it 
will fare well, but if it disregards the divine commandments, punishment will follow inevitably. By 
claiming that God die,qeto (‘made a covenant’) with his people, Achior even employs a typical 
Deuteronomistic term in order to describe the relationship between God and Israel.62  

 
Interestingly, Judith seems to regard God as much less predictable than Achior does. It is 

only in her dialogue with Holofernes (Jdt 11) that she seems to wholeheartedly embrace Achior’s 
(and the Deuteronomists’) claim that the survival or doom of the Israelites can be predicted based on 
their ability to live by the divine commandments. However, I would contend that her assurance to 
Holofernes that the Israelites will be “given to you for destruction” as soon as they commit a sin is 
not the theology she actually subscribes to, but part of her theatrical performance at that moment. 

The book of Judith as a whole makes some use of Deuteronomistic vocabulary63 and 
thematizes principles such as the correlation between sin and punishment and the significance of 

                                                             
62 This remark warrants some nuances. It is questionable whether this perspective on national history is unique 
to the Deuteronomic theologians. Epigraphic evidence from surrounding cultures suggests that it is not. 
Military victories and defeats were attributed to the respective national god as a matter of course. See, e.g., 
Bertil Albrektson, History and the Gods. An Essay on the Idea of Historical Events as Divine Manifestations in 
the Ancient Near East and in Israel (Coniectanea Biblica 1), CWK Gleerup, Lund 1967. A well-known 
example, directly related to Israel, is the Meša-stele, in which the outcomes of military endeavors of King Meša 
of Moab and his father against Israel are attributed to the Moabite national God Chemosh. Meša’s father was 
subdued by the Israelites for 30 years “because Chemosh was angry with his land”, reversely, Meša himself 
succeeded in retrieving the captured land “because Chemosh returned it to me.” Thus, the mere attribution of 
military success to a deity is not remarkable in itself. However, a closer look reveals that non-Israelite sources 
often suggest a relatively random correlation between the behavior of the people and the favor or disfavor of 
the gods. Of course, such a blanket statement does not do right by the diversity of the available material – it is 
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which history is viewed as the unfolding of a divine plan, is lacking in most extrabiblical material (Albrektson, 
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63 E.g., diaqh,kh (Jdt 5:18; 9:13), klhronomi,a (4:12; 8:22; 9:12; 13:5; 16:21), proskunou/si qeoi/j ceiropoih,toij (8:18). 
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62 This remark warrants some nuances. It is questionable whether this perspective on national history is unique 
to the Deuteronomic theologians. Epigraphic evidence from surrounding cultures suggests that it is not. 
Military victories and defeats were attributed to the respective national god as a matter of course. See, e.g., 
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Jerusalem and the sanctuary (e.g., Jdt 4:2; 9:1; 10:8). However, in Judith’s speeches, these principles 
are slightly altered. She does not subscribe to the Deuteronomistic causal schema between adversity 
and sin. The Israelites in her era are the living evidence that this schema is too simplistic to account 
for the situation Judith and her contemporaries find themselves in.64 Instead, Judith harks back to 
older traditions featuring other faithful followers of YHWH who are tested and ultimately rewarded. 

Over against the Deuteronomistic promise that repentance will inevitably lead to forgiveness 
– a promise the rest of the Israelites seem to count on, if their display of mourning and repentance is 
any indication - Judith leaves room for other options. “He will heed our voice, if it pleases him”, is her 
ambivalent message to the town elders. And in disagreement with Achior’s construal of salvation or 
destruction as more or less automatic consequences of human acts, Judith emphasizes God’s 
autonomy as the foremost premise for her theology, including the power – and the right – to test his 
people’s faith, even when they have not sinned. As Craven puts it, “[f]aith is loosed from its mooring 
of security in the story. Achior, not Judith, tells the story of God’s special protection of the Jews. 
Judith demands that this story be let go, that God be free to protect or to destroy.”65 Of course, Judith 
believes that delivery will come in the end – but her confession of God as the Almighty Lord does not 
depend on it. She declares the question of theodicy as such void. Posing that even the human heart is 
too deep to fathom, she enquires of the elders: “How then do you want to fathom God, who has made 
everything, and know his mind, and understand his reasoning? Certainly not, brothers, lest you cause 
our God to be angry. For even if he does not want to help us in those five days, he still has the power 
to shelter us when he wants, or to destroy us before our enemies” (Jdt 8:14-15). 

 
The issue of focalization arises. Whose perspective counts, in the end? According to Moore, 

“in Achior’s speech, the author of the story could express his own understanding of the sacred 
history of the Jewish people.”66 On the other hand, in the rest of the narrative, Judith’s perspective 
seems to prevail. Perhaps the difference can be explained in terms of distance and proximity. Achior 
the Ammonite has done a fine job memorizing the sacred history of the Israelites, but it is clear that 
he acts as external focalizer for the events he recounts. Judith the Jewess, on the other hand, allows for 
incongruities in the divine behavior, having experienced his power first-hand. According to Schmitz, 
the different positions of both protagonists vis-à-vis the recounted history results in different 
concepts of history as such: “Während die Achiorfigur die Konstanz des grundsätzlich Gleichartigen 
präsentiert, verkörpert die Juditfigur die Kontingenz und Einmaligkeit der Geschichte.”67 In the book 
of Judith, the two positions do not contradict but complement one another. 
 

 

                                                             
64  Additionally, despite all emphasis on Jerusalem and the Temple – two other characteristics of 
Deuteronomistic theology - Judith tentatively undermines the exclusive focus on this one place of worship by 
creating a ritual world revolving around her person, quite independent from a fixed location (see below, 
section 8.2.3.1). 
65 Craven, Artistry, 86, 114. On a more positive note, Schmitz construes God’s testing as pedagogically 
motivated, “zur Einsicht derer, die ihm nahe seien” (Schmitz, Geschichte, 455).  
66 Moore, Judith, 158. 
67  Schmitz, Geschichte, 453. Schmitz reads Achior’s approach as “identitätsstiftend” and Judith’s as 
“Handlungsmodell” for her subsequent actions (469, 471). 
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8.2.2.3 Burning for God: Religious Zeal in Judith and 1 Maccabees 
Before turning to the ritual practices described in the book of Judith, I investigate one last 

topic: the zeal (zh,loj) that characterizes Judith’s actions (9:4). This term creates a direct link with 1 
Maccabees, where the term is regularly employed in connection with the leaders of the resistance 
movement.68  

In 1 Maccabees as well as in the book of Judith, zeal terminology occurs in contexts in which 
the legitimacy of violent resistance is at stake. That such violent resistance is, in fact, legitimate if 
circumstances so require, seems beyond doubt in both works. However, their respective literary 
precursors differ significantly, implying a different construal of the legitimate reasons for, forms of, 
and executors of such violence.69 

1 Macc. 2:24-25 reports how Mattathias slays an apostatizing Jew and a royal official. The 
motivation of this act is given in verse 26:  

 
Kai. evzh,lwsen tw/| no,mw|( kaqw.j 

evpoi,hsen Fineej tw/| Zambri ui`w/| 

Salmh) 

 And he burned with zeal for the law, 
as Phinehas had done to Zimri, the 
son of Shallum. 

 
The narrative alluded to here is found in Numbers 25, and reports how Phinehas, a son of 

Aaron, kills the Israelite Zimri – significantly, the leader of a Simeonite family (Num  25:14) - and his 
Midianite lover. By taking matters into his own hands, Phineas ends the plague that had haunted the 
Israelite camp since the men had started to “indulge in sexual immorality with the daughters of the 
Midianites” (Num 25:1). YHWH praises Phineas for appeasing the divine anger against the Israelites, 
promising him and his descendants “an eternal covenant of priesthood, because he was zealous for 
his God and made atonement for the children of Israel” (Num 25:13). In the book of Judith, on the 
other hand, zh,loj is approvingly connected with Simeon (Jdt 9:4) – the forefather of the same Zimri 
whom Phineas kills for adultery and idolatry.  

According to Eckhardt, the intertextual references linking zh,loj to two very different source 
narratives in 1 Maccabees and the book of Judith respectively imply very different connotations of the 
concept in the two works: “Judith subverts the Hasmonean definition of zeal by, on the one hand, 
admitting the legitimacy of the concept, and on the other hand, choosing a new scriptural basis [i.e., 
Simeon instead of Phinehas] and a totally different real-life manifestation of it.”70 The latter, 
Eckhardt proposes, consists of the dependence on God exhibited by Simeon and Judith and lacking in 
Phineas, the ideological ancestor of the Hasmonean dynasty. However, I wonder whether 
dependence on God is really the main point of difference between Phinehas and Mattathias on the 
one hand and Simeon and Judith on the other. It seems to me that each protagonist is simply 
connected to a figure from the past who acted in similar ways under similar circumstances. In 

                                                             
68 1 Macc 2:24, 26, 27, 50, 54, 58; 8:16. 
69 Eckhardt, ‘Reclaiming’. Rakel, on the other hand, argues that the book of Judith “stellt dem Judas 
Makkabäus nicht nur eine Frau gegenüber, sondern auch eine, die gerade nicht mit kriegerischen Mitteln die 
Bedrohung Israels abwendet” (Rakel, Schönheit, 271). However, in view of the belligerent character of Judith’s 
speeches and acts, I tend to side with Eckhardt that “Judith is a warrior who happens to be guided by divine 
assistance” (Eckhardt, ‘Reclaiming,’ 253). 
70 Eckhardt, ‘Reclaiming,’ 254. 
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Numbers 25 and 1 Macc. 2:24, the ‘hero’ makes sure that an Israelite/Jew pays with his life for 
breaching covenant law. In Genesis 34 and the book of Judith, the threat is less ideological and more 
physical: a concrete (Dinah) or metaphorical (Jerusalem) Israelite woman is in danger of being 
violated by an outsider. Intriguingly, while Numbers 25 explicitly mentions God’s approval of 
Phinehas’ actions, this approval is lacking in 1 Maccabees. Reversely, in the original narrative in 
Genesis 34, a divine sanctioning of Simeon’s actions is missing, and the human evaluation is rather 
negative (Gen 34:30) - Judith has to change the genotext considerably in order to arrive at a positive 
appraisal. In addition, Genesis 34 mentions no prayer or other form of contact between Simeon and 
God – again, it is only in the phenotext in Judith 9 that Simeon lets his slaughter of the Shechemites 
be accompanied by a prayer. Last but not least, I view Judith’s proclaimed dependence on God with 
some reservations (see below, section 8.2.4.2).  

I agree with Eckhardt that the concept of zh,loj is not employed in exactly the same way in 1 
Maccabees and the book of Judith. However, I suggest looking for the differences in another 
direction. Rather than posit that Simeon and Judith act in dependence on God while Phinehas and 
Mattathias do not, I suggest that they handle different definitions of what counts as legitimate acts of 
zh,loj, definitions that have everything to do with the communities of Israel imagined in the 
respective narratives. More precisely, they handle different definitions of whom acts of zh,loj may 
legitimately be aimed against. The paradigmatic deed of Mattathias described in 1 Macc. 2:24-25 
speaks volumes: his first victim is a Jew who fails to live up to Mattathias’s ideals of Jewishness. The 
liquidation of the royal official is described as an afterthought rather than the main event. Reversely, 
in the book of Judith, all zealousy is directed against those on the other side of the religious and 
ethnic border. Although Judith admonishes her fellow townspeople to act more in accordance with 
their faith in YHWH, it is hard to imagine her physically attacking one of them. Perhaps this could be 
explained by the relatively milder transgressions the Bethulians are guilty of – rather than actually 
sacrifice to idols, they only put their own welfare before the preservation of the Temple. However, the 
fact that the Jews in Judith’s surroundings are not guilty of any gross transgressions underlines my 
point: in the book of Judith, the dividing lines are not between ‘good Jews’ on the one hand and ‘bad 
Jews and non-Jews’ on the other, but between ‘Jews’ - without further qualifications - on the one 
hand and ‘non-Jews’ on the other.71 

While assenting to the general idea that violent resistance against threats one’s religious 
identity or physical well-being can be appropriate under some circumstances, the book of Judith 
seems to subtly distance itself from the precise realization of this concept propagated in 1 Maccabees. 
Not only are the protagonists – Judas and Judith - presented as antipoles of one another (at least in 
some regards), but their respective antagonists are construed differently as well.72 

                                                             
71 This observation is in line with the opposition between avllegenh,j and g,enoj Israel in Judith’s prayer (9:2, 14, 
cf  Schmitz, Geschichte, 246. 
72 Incidentally, the passive stance of the population of Bethulia cannot seriously be compared to that of the 
martyrs described in 2 Maccabees, either. As Eckhardt says, “the alternative forms of resistance presented in 1 
and 2 Maccabees are not a constitutive element in Judith. The alternative is not between zh,loj and martyrdom, 
but between ‘resisting like Judith’ and not resisting at all” (Eckhardt, ‘Reclaiming,’ 251). Clearly, the book opts 
for ‘resisting like Judith’. Both the passivism (not to be confused with pacifism) of 2 Maccabees and the 
politically motivated guerilla movement described in 1 Maccabees are dismissed as unviable options. Instead, 
resistance and leadership are fashioned after a group of intertexts that display unlikely heroes (Jael, the young 
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Unlike 1 Maccabees, which can be read as apology of the Hasmonean dynasty, the book of 
Judith is thoroughly apolitical – or perhaps ‘anti-political’ is an even better term. Although not very 
confident about the capacities of the political and religious establishment (which, at the time of the 
Maccabeans, were virtually synonymous) to act effectively in a situation of crisis, the book’s main 
polemics are directed against the heathen king who proclaims himself ku,rioj pa,shj th/j gh/j, and 
against his representative Holofernes. No member of the Israelite community deserves to fall under 
Judith’s or YHWH’s wrath. 

 
8.2.2.4 Conclusions 
Even though my analysis of Judith’s intertextual world was limited to a few thematic areas, 

the instances of explicit and implicit allusions are overwhelming. Together, they give the book of 
Judith the appearance of a quilted blanket. Apparently, the author of the book of Judith saw himself 
as thoroughly rooted in diverse strands of biblical tradition. 

According to Rakel’s assessment, the book of Judith shares the ability to relate to diverse 
other texts with other “women’s books” of the Hebrew Bible.73 These “women’s books”, says Rakel, 
offer critical commentaries on other parts of Scripture, such as the narratives about the patriarchs and 
the law texts in, e.g., Deuteronomy. My own analysis of the books of Ruth and Esther bolsters the 
conclusion that these texts can be read as ‘palimpsests’ – texts written over other texts, with which 
they are sometimes in agreement and sometimes in critical dialogue. The book of Judith takes this 
principle to an even higher level. As LaCocque puts it: 

 
The book is an anthology of texts about women in the Bible: Miriam, Deborah, Jael, Sarah, 
Rebekah, Rachel, Tamar, Naomi, Ruth, and Abigail, among others. Parallels with Esther and 
Susanna are also clear. In fact, the cumulative effect is striking; it amounts to a panegyric of 
the biblical woman.74  
 
But Judith’s partners in the intertextual dialogue are much more diverse than just ‘women’s 

books’. One almost gets the impression that the author of the book makes a point of quoting or 
alluding to every single corpus of texts found in the Tenakh – the creation myth and patriarchal 
narratives from Genesis, the stories about Moses and Miriam from Exodus, the concept of covenant 
from the Deuteronomistic writings, the paradigm of an ‘unlikely hero’ from narratives in Judges and 
1 Samuel, the miraculous delivery of Jerusalem from the books of Kings and Maccabees, the idea of a 
female main protagonist from books like Ruth and Esther, and imagery about Jerusalem as woman 
and God as Creator from Psalms and the prophetic writings. In addition, the book of Judith is in close 
dialogue with the books of 1 and 2 Maccabees, taking up themes dealt with in these works and 
responding to them in its own particular way. The “cumulative effect”, to use LaCocque’s words, is 
not only to link the figure of Judith to a variety of biblical women, but also to inextricably link the 
book as such to the literary and religious traditions of the bible. 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
David, Esther, etc.), who act spontaneously, with cunning and violent means if necessary, and in service of the 
community and the sanctuary. 
73 Rakel, Schönheit, 228. 
74 LaCoque, Unconventional, 35. Based on the common fabula of a woman betraying a man in order to 
advance the interests of her own ethnic group, Delilah can be read as a parallel as well (cf. Merideth, ‘Desire’). 
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Unlike 1 Maccabees, which can be read as apology of the Hasmonean dynasty, the book of 
Judith is thoroughly apolitical – or perhaps ‘anti-political’ is an even better term. Although not very 
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One result of the various intertextual links is to forcefully establish an in-and out-group, the 
former consisting of “the children of Israel”, with no further qualifications,75 and the latter of 
everybody else, with one exception: Achior. The out-group thus established has the character of a 
timeless and overwhelming menace that must be dealt with rigorously and definitively.76 Not unlike 
Goliath in the books of Samuel or Haman in the book of Esther, Holofernes has the dubitable honor 
of personifying this perpetual enemy, and like his predecessors, he will pay for this honor with his 
life. 
 

8.2.3 Ritual and Sacrifice77 

Holofernes’ death at the hand of Judith fits well within the literary framework of miraculous 
deliveries of Israel, often at the hand of unlikely heroes. It can, however, also be read as expression of 
a different aspect of religion: ritual. As such, it partakes of a pervasive structure of ritual acts 
characterizing the entire book of Judith. Virtually all significant deeds Judith and other Israelites 
undertake in the narrative are preceded and/or accompanied by ritual actions. Unlike Ruth and 
Esther, Judith provides explicit verbal comments for the rituals she performs. Again, the notion of 
ritualization is helpful to grasp the function both of the verbal comments and of the rituals 
themselves. In addition to the conventional rituals Judith engages in, she repeatedly takes an action 
out of its original context and, through verbal or other means, assigns it an added religious 
significance. Often, these ‘rituals’ carry a sacrificial overtone. The notion of sacrifice plays a role on 
three quite different levels: first of all, in Judith’s general lifestyle before she even comes into action 
on behalf of her community; second, in the prayers Judith offers both before and after the execution 
of her plans; and third, in the actions Judith undertakes to rescue the Israelites, which I read as an 
appropriation of the biblical concept of a war of YHWH. 
 

Excursus: Sacrificial Theory and the Hebrew Bible 

Until recently, scholarship of ritual in general and sacrifice in particular heavily leaned 
on a limited number of universal theories about these phenomena, all aimed at 
explaining ritual and sacrificial acts regardless of the particular geographical, religious, 
or social contexts in which they occurred. Generally, a couple of paradigmatic 
assumptions underlay these theories. Following Durkheim’s theory of religion, most 
scholars assumed that ritual is involved in a twofold subservient relationship with myth, 

                                                             
75 This is in contrast with 1 Maccabees, where a sharp line is drawn between ‘real’ Jews and those who are 
willing to assimilate to Hellenistic customs. 
76 Significantly, Gerstenberger points out that from the Persian period onward, “the term ‘Assyrian’ changed 
into a cipher for every kind of political, imperial or regional oppression” (Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 316). 
Gerstenberger explains this generalization of the Assyrian threat by positing that “[t]he Assyrian campaigns of 
conquest … had a traumatizing effect because of their brutality and remained lodged in the collective 
memory”, over against more recent attacks by other nations. 
77 An abridged version of this section will appear as: Anne-Mareike Wetter, ‘Sacrificing Judith,’ in Anne-Marie 
Korte, Marcel Poorthuis & Joachim Duyndam, Sacrifice Revisited: Community, Ritual, Identity, Brill, Leiden, 
forthcoming in 2014. 
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having both to express and to reinforce the myths (i.e., worldviews) of any given social 
group. 78 
All of the above also applies to conceptualizations of sacrifice as one particular form of 
ritual. In addition, several ‘grand theories’ on the specific function of sacrifice made 
their appearance, some of which had a profound influence on the study of this 
phenomenon in the Hebrew Bible.79 Especially the approaches by Tylor,80 Robertson 
Smith,81 Hubert and Mauss,82 Girard,83 Burkert, 84 and Jay85 were readily embraced.  

                                                             
78 Durkheim, Elementary Forms. 
79 I make grateful use of David Janzen’s concise overview over the most prominent of these theories among 
biblical scholars (David Janzen, The Social Meanings of Sacrifice in the Hebrew Bible. A Study of Four Writings, 
De Gruyter, Berlin 2004, 75-81). A critical reflection on the usefulness of ritual theory for phenomena only 
accessible through texts is offered in David P. Wright, ‘Ritual Theory, Ritual Texts, and the Priestly-Holiness 
Writings of the Pentateuch,’ in Saul M. Olyan (ed.), Social Theory and the Study of Israelite Religion. Essays in 
Retrospect and Prospect. SBL Resources for Biblical Study 71, SBL, Atlanta 2012, 195-216. Wright suggests a 
variety of angles from which ritual in texts can be analyzed. My own approach most closely resembles his 
examination of “ritual in the narrative context” (Wright, ‘Ritual Theory,’ 207, italics in original). 
80 Tylor puts forward the notion of do ut des as most primary motivation for sacrificial acts (Edward Tylor, 
Primitive Culture, John Murray, London 1920). 
81 Robertson Smith proposes that the most important function of sacrifice was to strengthen community bonds 
between both human and divine members of this community (William Robertson Smith, The Religion of The 
Semites: The Fundamental Institutions, Meridian Books, New York 1956). 
82 Hubert and Mauss approach sacrifice as a means of communication between the profane world of the 
worshipper and the sacred world of the divine recipient (Henri Hubert & Marcel Mauss, Sacrifice: Its Nature 
and Function, University of Chicago Press, Chicago 1964). In Janzen’s words, “[t]hrough the act of 
consecration, the sacrificial victim becomes holy, and is able to communicate this holiness to the sacrifice” 
(Janzen, Social Meanings, 76). 
83 René Girard, Things Hidden since the Foundation of the World, Stanford University Press, Stanford 1987. Put 
very briefly, Girard argues that the sacrifice of an innocent victim was and is necessary in order to control the 
invidious violence spurred by the mimetic desire present in all humans. As human beings tend to desire 
whatever is deemed desirable by their surroundings, rivalry vis-à-vis the desired object arises. If unresolved, 
this rivalry leads to antagonism, and even violence. The function of the scapegoat – the person, animal or 
object that will eventually be sacrificed – is to come in the place of the desired object. As the perceived reason 
for the unstable situation, he/she/it attracts general antagonism instead of general desire. By eliminating the 
scapegoat, then, peace is restored, at least until such a time when the next universally desired object arises. 
Girard asserts that by re-directing the violent tendencies outside the group and towards the scapegoat, society 
becomes possible in the first place. 
84 Burkert makes a similar argument about sacrifice as the primary condition for the social group, but bases his 
theory on the context of the hunt. Sacrifice, he argues, is a reenactment of the hunt intended to channel the 
violent tendencies necessary for hunting but detrimental for human social life (Walter Burkert, Homo Necans: 
The Anthropology of Ancient Greek Sacrificial Ritual and Myth, University of California Press, Berkeley 1983). 
Significantly, Susan Niditch responds to Girard and Burkert’s construals by claiming that “[t]heir all-
encompassing theories of human origins in violence are magisterial but difficult to accept. Extremely relevant, 
however, to an understanding of some of the war ideologies of the Hebrew Bible are their emphases on the 
subconscious guilt that killing can induce and on the human need to sacralize or otherwise rationalize the 
killing” (Niditch, War, 25). It will appear that Judith goes to great lengths to rationalize her assassination of 
Holofernes by construing it within the parameters of ‘Holy War’. 

 
 

 193 

having both to express and to reinforce the myths (i.e., worldviews) of any given social 
group. 78 
All of the above also applies to conceptualizations of sacrifice as one particular form of 
ritual. In addition, several ‘grand theories’ on the specific function of sacrifice made 
their appearance, some of which had a profound influence on the study of this 
phenomenon in the Hebrew Bible.79 Especially the approaches by Tylor,80 Robertson 
Smith,81 Hubert and Mauss,82 Girard,83 Burkert, 84 and Jay85 were readily embraced.  

                                                             
78 Durkheim, Elementary Forms. 
79 I make grateful use of David Janzen’s concise overview over the most prominent of these theories among 
biblical scholars (David Janzen, The Social Meanings of Sacrifice in the Hebrew Bible. A Study of Four Writings, 
De Gruyter, Berlin 2004, 75-81). A critical reflection on the usefulness of ritual theory for phenomena only 
accessible through texts is offered in David P. Wright, ‘Ritual Theory, Ritual Texts, and the Priestly-Holiness 
Writings of the Pentateuch,’ in Saul M. Olyan (ed.), Social Theory and the Study of Israelite Religion. Essays in 
Retrospect and Prospect. SBL Resources for Biblical Study 71, SBL, Atlanta 2012, 195-216. Wright suggests a 
variety of angles from which ritual in texts can be analyzed. My own approach most closely resembles his 
examination of “ritual in the narrative context” (Wright, ‘Ritual Theory,’ 207, italics in original). 
80 Tylor puts forward the notion of do ut des as most primary motivation for sacrificial acts (Edward Tylor, 
Primitive Culture, John Murray, London 1920). 
81 Robertson Smith proposes that the most important function of sacrifice was to strengthen community bonds 
between both human and divine members of this community (William Robertson Smith, The Religion of The 
Semites: The Fundamental Institutions, Meridian Books, New York 1956). 
82 Hubert and Mauss approach sacrifice as a means of communication between the profane world of the 
worshipper and the sacred world of the divine recipient (Henri Hubert & Marcel Mauss, Sacrifice: Its Nature 
and Function, University of Chicago Press, Chicago 1964). In Janzen’s words, “[t]hrough the act of 
consecration, the sacrificial victim becomes holy, and is able to communicate this holiness to the sacrifice” 
(Janzen, Social Meanings, 76). 
83 René Girard, Things Hidden since the Foundation of the World, Stanford University Press, Stanford 1987. Put 
very briefly, Girard argues that the sacrifice of an innocent victim was and is necessary in order to control the 
invidious violence spurred by the mimetic desire present in all humans. As human beings tend to desire 
whatever is deemed desirable by their surroundings, rivalry vis-à-vis the desired object arises. If unresolved, 
this rivalry leads to antagonism, and even violence. The function of the scapegoat – the person, animal or 
object that will eventually be sacrificed – is to come in the place of the desired object. As the perceived reason 
for the unstable situation, he/she/it attracts general antagonism instead of general desire. By eliminating the 
scapegoat, then, peace is restored, at least until such a time when the next universally desired object arises. 
Girard asserts that by re-directing the violent tendencies outside the group and towards the scapegoat, society 
becomes possible in the first place. 
84 Burkert makes a similar argument about sacrifice as the primary condition for the social group, but bases his 
theory on the context of the hunt. Sacrifice, he argues, is a reenactment of the hunt intended to channel the 
violent tendencies necessary for hunting but detrimental for human social life (Walter Burkert, Homo Necans: 
The Anthropology of Ancient Greek Sacrificial Ritual and Myth, University of California Press, Berkeley 1983). 
Significantly, Susan Niditch responds to Girard and Burkert’s construals by claiming that “[t]heir all-
encompassing theories of human origins in violence are magisterial but difficult to accept. Extremely relevant, 
however, to an understanding of some of the war ideologies of the Hebrew Bible are their emphases on the 
subconscious guilt that killing can induce and on the human need to sacralize or otherwise rationalize the 
killing” (Niditch, War, 25). It will appear that Judith goes to great lengths to rationalize her assassination of 
Holofernes by construing it within the parameters of ‘Holy War’. 



 
 

 194 

The implied intention of these theories is to serve as universal explanations for the 
functions of sacrifice, no matter when, where, how, and by whom these sacrifices are 
conducted. Interestingly, despite this claim to universality, there seems to be a peculiar 
symbiotic entanglement between sacrificial theory and the Hebrew Bible. At least some 
of the grand theories in this field, notably those by Robertson Smith, Mauss, Girard, and 
Jay, are profoundly influenced by the accounts and rationalizations of sacrifice in the 
Hebrew Bible.86 Conversely, biblical scholars have been eager to apply these theories in 
their analyses of sacrifice in Ancient Israelite religion and Early Judaism. Two 
consequences were inevitable: first of all, taking their departure in universal theories of 
sacrifice, biblical scholars were tempted to approach the accounts of all kinds of 
sacrifices within divergent parts of Scripture as birds of one feather, and second, biblical 
scholarship proved relatively resistant to criticism voiced against universal theories as 
such – after all, the latter seemed to fit the biblical material like a glove.  
Unsurprisingly, however, over the past decades, scrapes have appeared on the smooth 
surface of monolithic theories of ritual and sacrifice. Their designers were criticized for 
wanting too much and too little at the same time – too much, because they presented 
their concepts as theoretical panacea for widely disparate phenomena, and too little, 
because their definitions of ritual and sacrifice proved too narrow to analyze anything 
that fell outside their immediate scope.87 Eventually, new paradigms replaced those that 
had thus far determined most research in these areas: (1) universality was abandoned in 
favor of contextualisation, (2) the assumed priority of myth over ritual made room for an 
interest in ritual on its own terms, (3) the notion of ritualization entered the discussion, 
bringing with it a new appreciation of the creative potential of ritual acts, (4) definitions 
of sacrifice, which had theretofore been rather static and almost always included violence 
of some kind, made room for new, polythetic approaches.88 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
85 Nancy Jay, Throughout Your Generations Forever: Sacrifice, Religion, and Paternity., University of Chicago 
Press, Chicago 1992. Jay undertakes a critical feminist investigation of sacrifice, and concludes that its main 
function is the establishment and consecration of a patrilineal social order. By emphasizing the blood ties 
created by communal sacrifice at the cost of the blood ties created by natural birth, Jay argues, (blood) 
sacrifices give a more prominent place to the social and ultimately immortal world controlled by men than to 
the biological one associated with women – and death: “Man born of woman may be destined to die, but man 
integrated into an ‘eternal’ social order to that degree transcends mortality. […] The twofold movement of 
sacrifice, integration and differentiation, communion and expiation, is beautifully suited for identifying and 
maintaining patrilineal descent” (Jay, Generations, 40). 
86 Smith is the most extreme example, since his theory is based almost exclusively on sacrifice in the Hebrew 
Bible. Hubert and Mauss consider the holy scriptures of Hinduism as well as of Judaism, and Nancy Jay looks 
to Ancient Greece in addition to the Hebrew Bible. René Girard is somewhat of a special case in this regard, 
since according to him, “sacrifice in the Bible (which for Girard includes the New Testament) does not 
attempt to conceal the scapegoating mechanism as other texts do, but reveals it in order to condemn it” 
(Janzen, Social Meanings, 80). 
87 For example, many theories fail to include non-animal sacrifices within their definitions, making their basic 
points easier to defend (after all, animal sacrifices are by definition associated with blood and violence), but 
also much less convincing as truly universal theories of sacrifice. 
88 For a critical account of the development of ritual theory, see Bell, Ritual. For the criticism voiced against at 
least some of the theories on sacrifice enumerated above, see Janzen, Social Meanings, 78-81. Concerning the 
violent nature – or lack thereof – of sacrifice, cf. Assmann’s remarks on the difference between French sacrifice 
and offrande (Jan Assmann, Religion und das kulturelle Gedächtnis, Beck, München 2000, 169). 
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An example of a creative reconsideration of the nature and function of sacrifice can be 
found in the work of Kathryn McClymond. One of her contributions to the field is the 
insight that violence, bloodshed and especially killing per se are significantly less central 
to many sacrificial practices than the dominant theories presuppose. In line with this 
observation, McClymond criticizes the almost exclusive focus on animal sacrifices, and 
argues for the inclusion of a variety of other substances and practices. Elaborating this 
last point, she remarks:  
 

’[S]acrifice’ as an authoritative concept is often appropriated within streams of 
religious communities to authorize practices other than traditional sacrifice. Sacrifice 
becomes a metaphor for other activity.89 

 
This mechanism of metaphorization contributes both to the “persistence of sacrifice as 
an authoritative category”,90 even in the absence of the means to perform traditional 
sacrificial acts, and to the legitimation of the alternative practices. Often, the process at 
work here can be described as the “interiorization of ritual”, which, according to Yael 
Bentor,  
 

may pertain to a mental performance of the ritual; to the replacement of the ritual with 
a continuous process of life, such as breathing or eating; to a particular way of life, such 
as renunciation; to an actual performance with an inner interpretation; to the 
replacement of the external ritual with an internal one, and so forth.91  

 
Significantly for the study of Judith, McClymond mentions prayer and asceticism as 
examples of practices falling into this category of metaphorical, or interiorized, sacrifice. 

 
8.2.3.1 Ritualizing Judith 
In the book of Judith, the omnipresence of ritual acts, many of them of a sacrificial nature, is 

striking. Throughout the narrative, engaging in rituals is a consistent marker of ‘us’ (Israelites) versus 
‘them’ (the other, especially the Assyrians). Interestingly, it is not so much the kind of ritual – 
legitimate versus illegitimate – that seems to matter, but the question whether one engages in 
religious acts at all. While Judith and the Israelites not only perform traditional rituals but continually 
invent new ones as they go along, the Assyrians appear to be thoroughly unimpressed by anything to 
do with (religious) rituals. Unlike Israel’s enemies of old (Egyptians, Canaanites, Moabites etc.), they 
are characterized by a complete lack of religiosity rather than ‘mere’ idolatry and superstition. 
Ultimately, Nabuchodonosor recognizes no authority higher than his own.92 

                                                             
89 McClymond, Beyond, 3. 
90 McClymond, Beyond, 155. 
91 Yael Bentor, ‘Interiorized Fire Rituals in India and in Tibet,’ Journal of the American Oriental Society 120 
(2000): 594. 
92 The only occasion associating the Assyrian king with something that could be interpreted as a ritual action, 
is his demand that the peoples of the West prepare earth and water for his approaching army (2:7), possibly as 
a sign of their capitulation. However, when the defeated population meets Nabuchodonosor’s commander 
Holofernes “with crowns, and dances, and tambourines” (3:7), Holofernes reacts by “completely wiping out 
all the gods of the land, so that him only, Nabuchodonosor, should all the people worship, and all the tongues 
and tribes should call upon him as god” (3:8). It seems as though the religion of the land must first be entirely 
uprooted in order to be replaced by a personal cult revolving around the person of Nabuchodonosor. 
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An example of a creative reconsideration of the nature and function of sacrifice can be 
found in the work of Kathryn McClymond. One of her contributions to the field is the 
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may pertain to a mental performance of the ritual; to the replacement of the ritual with 
a continuous process of life, such as breathing or eating; to a particular way of life, such 
as renunciation; to an actual performance with an inner interpretation; to the 
replacement of the external ritual with an internal one, and so forth.91  

 
Significantly for the study of Judith, McClymond mentions prayer and asceticism as 
examples of practices falling into this category of metaphorical, or interiorized, sacrifice. 

 
8.2.3.1 Ritualizing Judith 
In the book of Judith, the omnipresence of ritual acts, many of them of a sacrificial nature, is 
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89 McClymond, Beyond, 3. 
90 McClymond, Beyond, 155. 
91 Yael Bentor, ‘Interiorized Fire Rituals in India and in Tibet,’ Journal of the American Oriental Society 120 
(2000): 594. 
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The Israelites make up for the Assyrian lack of ritual interest by somewhat of an overkill of 
prayer, mourning rituals, and sacrifices (4:8-15), adorning even their livestock with sackcloth (4:10). 
Interestingly, the rituals in this case come after the more practical preparations associated with the 
Assyrian threat (fortifying the border villages, laying up provisions, and devising a general strategy of 
defense, 4:4-7). God’s response is ambiguous – he “heard their voices and looked on their misery” 
(4:13), but does not immediately come into action. 
 

As opposed to the religious rulers and the rest of the people, who engage in a great number of 
official ritual and sacrificial acts but nonetheless seem to uphold the maxim “erst kommt das Fressen, 
dann die Moral”, 93  Judith has organized her entire life as a continuous sequence of ritual 
performances. She prefers a tent on the roof of her house to the comforts of the house itself; she has 
been wearing her widow’s attire far beyond the regular period of mourning,94 and she fasts every day 
except the day before the Sabbath and special holidays (8:5-6). Bentor’s words about the different 
shapes of interiorized sacrifice – especially a lifestyle marked by renunciation - come to mind.95 

The text appears ambiguous as to the rationale underlying Judith’s ascetic lifestyle. On the 
one hand, her widowhood is stressed (“Judith had been widowed in her house for three years and 
four months”, 8:4; “she fasted all the days of her widowhood”, 8:5). On the other hand, verse 8 
emphasizes her piety: “There was none who spoke evil of her, for she feared God greatly.” This 
evaluation suggests that Judith has devoted her life to the service of YHWH, and that widowhood has 
little to do with her choice of lifestyle. I suggest that this ambiguity concerning Judith’s motivations 
serves a purpose. In order for her to do what she does – leave the village on her own, engage in close 
contact with male adversaries, and maintain a reputation above all reproach – she must be a widow, 
no longer bound by the restraints applying to virgins or married women. At the same time, it has to 
be very clear that her first priority is to serve YHWH. Through her ascetic lifestyle, she removes 
herself from the mundane concerns occupying the rest of the people, and instead maintains close 
contact with a more spiritual reality. Consequently, she can speak with authority about YHWH’s 
purposes with Israel. 

 
Indeed, initially, Judith seems to be so absorbed in her religious duties that the distress of her 

people hardly touches her. It is only when the people confront their leaders with an ultimatum – ‘if 
God does not deliver us within five days, we will submit to the Assyrians’ – that she enters the 
narrative. Her first action consists of a rebuke of the elders that almost takes the shape of a sermon. 
The plans of the God she so “greatly fears” (8:8) cannot be fathomed, nor can he himself be put to the 
test. Intriguingly, she herself seems to know exactly what God is planning to do: without hesitation, 
she promises the elders divine deliverance through her hand (8:32-34). 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
Unsurprisingly, several authors see one of the main points of the narrative in the struggle for supremacy 
between Nabuchodonosor and YHWH (e.g. Haag, ‘Literarische Art’; Zenger, Judit). 
93 German saying based on a line from Bertold Brecht, Dreigroschenoper. 
94 The period reserved for mourning rites in the strictest sense such as fasting, putting on sackcloth etc. seems 
to have been just seven days (Gen 50:10, 1 Sam 31:13; Jdt 16:24; Sir. 22:12). See also Albertz & Schmitt, Family, 
435. 
95 Bentor, ‘Interiorized’. 
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Once the elders have left her, Judith starts to pray – not quite coincidentally, one may 
assume, at the same time as the “incense offerings were being brought to the house of God in 
Jerusalem” (9:1).96 The timing of Judith’s prayer functions to place her words in the context of the 
ritual routine of Israel; more specifically, it suggests that Judith’s words are not just a spur-of-the-
moment expression of her own individual thoughts and feelings, but must be interpreted within the 
framework of official worship. What may not have counted as official or even appropriate worship by 
itself (after all, a prayer invented and uttered by a widow on the roof of her private home hardly 
qualifies as such),97 is legitimized and ritualized by means of the crucial side remark about its timing. 
And by extension, Judith, the ritual actor, effectively joins the ranks of the priests as they address 
YHWH in their daily prayers.98 The mechanism at work here concurs with what McClymond 
describes as ‘metaphorization of sacrifice’. Based on the official regulations regarding incense 
offering, Judith is the wrong person (not a Levite and not a man) in the wrong place (on a roof in a 
border city, not in the Temple of Jerusalem). Conventional sacrifice, therefore, was not an option 
available to her. However, metaphorized or interiorized sacrifice was. Through this process, Judith as 
the sacrificial actor and her prayer as the offered object are legitimized, while simultaneously, the 
legitimacy of the official sacrificial cult is affirmed.99 

 
Judith’s prayer also contains several instances of ritualization on the level of content: initially 

quite mundane actions and events are imbued with religious significance due to the way in which 
Judith connects them with each other and with her own situation. Taking the rape of Dinah and the 
subsequent revenge of her brother Simeon on the Shechemites as a paradigm for her own planned 
actions, she casts both Simeon’s and her own deed as instances of ‘holy war’, i.e., acts of aggression 
that YHWH not only condones but instigates. According to Judith, and in deviation from the 
genotext in Genesis 34, it is YHWH who puts the sword in Simeon’s hand (Jdt 9:3; Gen 34:25) and 
ultimately causes the downfall of the Shechemites (Jdt 9:4; Gen 34:26-29). Judith construes the threat 
of the Assyrians primarily as a threat against the Temple: “They plan to disgrace the temple where 
you are worshiped and to chop off the corners of your altar with swords” (Jdt 9:8) She thereby takes a 

                                                             
96 Cf. Dan 9:21. Interestingly, few scholars comment on the significance of this timing. One suggestion is made 
by Zenger: “Das hier erwähnte Opfer ist Bestandteil der ‘täglichen, immerwährenden’ Opferordnung am 
Jerusalemer Tempel, deren Abschaffung durch Antiochus Epiphanes in Dan 8,11.13; 11,31; 12,11 geradezu zur 
Kurzformel für die Religionsvervolgung seiner Zeit geworden war; entsprechend wird diese Opferordnung 
von Judas Maccabäus wiederhergestellt” (Zenger, Judit). However, while it is true that the importance of 
Jerusalem and the Temple service is stressed time and again in the book of Judith, it seems to me that 
alternative forms of ritual are developed alongside the conventional ones. 
97 Schmitz even claims that Judith was naked during her prayer, having discarded her sa,kkoj for the occasion 
(Jdt 9:2, see Schmitz, Geschichte, 224). 
98 Cf. Schmitz: “Wird nun Judits Gebet mit diesem synchronisiert, dann hat dieser Verweis die Funktion, ihr 
Gebet mit der Gemeinschaft des betenden und kultisch-gottesdienstliche Handlungen vollziehenden Volks 
und seiner Obrigkeit zu parallellisieren” (Schmitz, Geschichte, 230). 
99 Judith is not the only one whose prayer is to be counted as incense offering: In a psalm attributed to David, 
we read: “Let my prayer be established as incense before you, the lifting of my hands as the evening sacrifice” 
(Psalm 141:2/140:2 (LXX)). Apparently, substituting sacrifice with prayer was no new invention – what is new 
in Judith, perhaps, is the application of this concept to a woman. 
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military invasion out of its original context (an attempt to subdue the population of a rebellious 
province) and inserts it into the context of YHWH’s struggles with his human challengers. 

 
8.2.3.2 Holy Wars and Holy Warriors 
Judith has been construed as a female warrior, and in some cases, a holy warrior as well.100 I 

will develop the latter characterization – as holy warrior - based not only on Judith’s actions in the 
Assyrian camp, but on the prayers and preparations preceding them and on their aftermath as well. 

Those participating in Holy War were expected to engage in their martial activities as a 
religious service.101 Susan Thistlethwaite summarizes the requirements for a ‘holy warrior’ as follows: 

 
Warriors who had not a singleness of heart were sent home (Dtr 20:5-9). Only warriors who 
looked on warmaking as sacrifice, who ‘offered themselves willingly’ (Jdg 5:2), could go. The 
full support of the priests and cult was behind the war (Dtr 20:2; 1 Sam 10:1) and the warrior 
became a kind of holy person, a priest, in the war (1 Sam 21:14; Isa 13:3). Ritual taboos 
regarding contact with a woman prior to battle apply (1 Sa. 21:4; 2 Sam 11:11).102 
 
Of course, in the original setting of pre-monarchic and monarchic Israel that Thistlethwaite 

refers to, war, or at least the direct confrontation of the enemy on the battlefield, was usually a male 
prerogative.103 Holy War formed no exception to this rule. Nevertheless, I suggest that Judith’s 
performance of her rescue mission bears many resemblances to the practices and attitudes 
Thistlethwaite describes. Excepting her sex, Judith seems to qualify as the ideal participant in Holy 
War. She is not bound to her home by husband or children, warranting the ‘singleness of heart’ so 
crucial in a holy warrior. Her sexual purity is unquestioned. She casts her own deeds within the 
framework of Israel’s cultic life, taking on the double role of priest and warrior. And last but not least, 
her actions can be interpreted as a sacrifice on behalf of her people: she is willing to risk the integrity 
of her body and ultimately her life for the greater good. Taking a closer look at the precise actions 
preceding, accompanying, and concluding Judith’s mission, I will try to establish their ritual and at 
times sacrificial purport. 
 

The preparations Judith undertakes after having finished praying underline the ritual 
character of her actions. She takes off her sackcloth, bathes, anoints herself with oil and puts on 
jewelry and ‘festive clothes’.104 The most common-sense reasoning behind the change of apparel is 

                                                             
100 E.g., Moore, Judith, 200; John F. Craghan, ‘Esther, Judith and Ruth: Paradigms for Human Liberation,’ 
Biblical Theology Bulletin 12 (1988): 11-19; Eckhardt, ‘Reclaiming,’ 251. 
101 See above, excursus on ‘holy war’. 
102 Thistlethwaite, ‘Enjoy,’ 67. Cf. Max Weber, Ancient Judaism, Free Press/Macmillan, New York 1952, 90-95. 
103 The Hebrew Bible does record the deeds of some individual women who contributed decisively to the 
outcome of an armed conflict, e.g., Hagar (Josh 6), and Deborah and Jael (Jdg 4). See Yee, ‘Woman Warrior’ 
for a discussion of these narratives as male strategies to deal with the ‘necessary evil’ of women’s involvement 
in military campaigns in pre-monarchic Israel. 
104 Another parallel can be found in Is 61:3, where “those who mourn over Zion” will be given “glory instead 
of ashes, the oil of gladness to those who mourn, the garment of glory instead of a heavy spirit.” The 
vocabulary is not quite the same in both cases, but the general image certainly overlaps, and reinforces an 
interpretation that reads Judith as embodiment of Israel. 
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the wish to “beguile every man who sets eyes on her” (10:4) – one of the most crucial conditions for 
her plan to succeed. Rakel, however, sees a religious significance as well:  

 
Stärker als die Tatsache, dass Judit sich schön macht und damit in der Tradition vieler 
biblischer Frauengestalten steht, stechen die Parallelen zwischen ihrer Kleidung und der 
priesterlichen Garderobe ins Auge.105  
 
Although Rakel’s claim that there is a direct parallel between Judith’s mi,tra and her i`matia 

th/j euvfrosu,nhj (Jdt 10:3) on the one hand and the mi,tra and bu,ssoj of the priests (Ex 36:36) on the 
other is weakened by the use of different terms for the respective garments, it is hard to deny a certain 
ritual, or ritualizing, undertone in this passage. André LaCocque even goes so far as to suggest: 

 
Judith adorns herself as a sacrificial victim. From now on the enemy’s attention will be 
forced upon her instead on the whole of Bethulia. She makes of herself a substitutive 
offering.106 
 
Rakel and LaCocque clearly handle different approaches to Judith’s preparations: Rakel sees 

her in the role of the priest, who enjoys the special protection of the deity, while LaCocque casts her 
in the role of sacrificial victim, consciously leaving behind any kind of protection. However, both 
interpretations can be combined if one reads Judith’s mission as part of a ‘holy war’ of YHWH, and 
accepts Thistlethwaite’s claim that warriors “became a kind of holy person, a priest” yet were 
simultaneously expected to “offer themselves willingly.”107 

However one interprets Judith’s preparations, it is clear that she is setting the actions she is 
about to take apart from her everyday life. She changes her location and her outfit, and in the next 
verse, prepares a number of food items that stand in sharp contrast with her habit to fast almost 
continually.108 
This raises the question how the ritual-like demarcation between ordinary life and rescue mission can 
be interpreted. If ritualization is about the creation of a (religious) context that is set apart from more 
ordinary actions, then what, in this case, is the ‘religious context’, and what the ‘ordinary’? What, if 
anything, can be read as ‘sacrifice’? Is Judith indeed engaging in the ritual purification required of a 
holy warrior before entering battle? Or do her preparations, quite to the contrary, signify a departure 
from an everyday life that is characterized by a rigorous ritual routine – a routine that could be 
construed as the internalization of sacrificial practice - which she is willing to exchange for a 

                                                             
105 Rakel, Schönheit, 131. 
106 LaCoque, Unconventional, 47. 
107 Thistlethwaite, ‘Enjoy,’ 67. 
108 In the book of Esther, I have construed a similar process (the preparation of the royal brides for their new 
role) as a rite-de-passage, a ritual designed to alter the identity of the participants more or less irreversibly. 
Judith, too, changes her location and social role in order to fulfill her mission. However, I doubt whether one 
can speak of a rite-de-passage in her case. After all, the narrative emphasizes that the change is always intended 
as a temporary one: after completing her mission, Judith returns to her regular lifestyle rather effortlessly (Jdt 
16:21-23). In her case, the notion of a temporary ritualization seems better suited to explain the role she takes 
on in order to rescue her people.  
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105 Rakel, Schönheit, 131. 
106 LaCoque, Unconventional, 47. 
107 Thistlethwaite, ‘Enjoy,’ 67. 
108 In the book of Esther, I have construed a similar process (the preparation of the royal brides for their new 
role) as a rite-de-passage, a ritual designed to alter the identity of the participants more or less irreversibly. 
Judith, too, changes her location and social role in order to fulfill her mission. However, I doubt whether one 
can speak of a rite-de-passage in her case. After all, the narrative emphasizes that the change is always intended 
as a temporary one: after completing her mission, Judith returns to her regular lifestyle rather effortlessly (Jdt 
16:21-23). In her case, the notion of a temporary ritualization seems better suited to explain the role she takes 
on in order to rescue her people.  
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worldlier lifestyle for the duration of her mission? Or would such a strict separation between 
‘ordinary’ and ‘religious’ be based on false assumptions in the case of Judith’s mission? 

I suggest that the latter is the case. Judith’s mission into the Assyrian camp is a temporary 
departure from her customary life of austerity and seclusion into a world of luxury, sensuality, and 
violence. The excursion is neither a sharp break from her normal life of piety, nor a ritual act, which, 
through its extraordinary quality, would somehow devalue this life as ordinary in the sense of 
mundane. It is, rather, quite literally ‘out of the ordinary’ – exceptional, but firmly rooted in Judith’s 
daily practice of faith. Judith’s mission bears witness to the manner in which she persistently gives 
shape to her own ritual reality, a reality that is embedded in the myths and rituals of Israel, but 
simultaneously reinvents both in a creative and autonomous way. 
 

At least part of this creativity is rooted in the many double entendres that will characterize the 
narrative from now on: acts and words that are perfectly comprehensible on a profane level gain a 
different or added significance if placed within the ritual context Judith creates wherever she goes. 

A first incident worth noting is the encounter between Judith and the town elders and 
guardsmen at the city gate of Bethulia: “When they saw her, and how her face was changed, and how 
different her clothing was, they marveled greatly at her beauty…” (Jdt 10:7). At first sight, it is 
Judith’s physical attractiveness that is at stake here. One almost hears the men suppress an 
appreciative whistle as they see her approach. Instead, they catch their breath and wish her luck – or 
rather, the blessing of the “God of our fathers” (verse 8).109 But the change in Judith’s appearance can 
be appreciated on another level as well. Jdt 10:7 can be read as a subtle allusion to Moses.110 After all, 
Moses’ appearance, too, was changed due to an encounter with YHWH (Ex 34:30, 35). And even 
though the vocabulary describing the reaction of the onlookers differs (qauma,zw in the case of Judith, 
fobe,w evggi,sai in the case of Moses), I would claim that the parallel is at least implied: the change that 
has come over Judith is something more than dress and make-up can accomplish; as was the case 
with Moses, some of the glory of YHWH seems to have rubbed off on her. However, whereas 
appearance in the sense of attractiveness never seems to have played a role for Moses’ acceptance as 
divinely ordained leader, the ‘radiance’ of Judith’s looks is more ambiguous. She is always in the first 
place a beautiful woman, and only those with very sharp eyes will see more in her than seductive 
curves and appealing facial features. Surprisingly, it is the Ammonite Achior who proves to have such 
a sharp set of eyes: his reaction to Judith’s deed implies recognition of the special connection between 
her and YHWH (Jdt 14:7). 

 
The Assyrians, of course, are less perceptive: they see only the attractive woman approaching 

them. Nevertheless, this suffices for them to do her bidding without hesitation.111 Even more 
interesting is the men’s essentially correct evaluation of the danger Judith poses to them: women like 

                                                             
109 As in the case of the greetings in Ruth 2, it is difficult to establish whether their wish is the expression of 
genuine piety, a meaningless cliché,  or part of a kind of ‘civil religion’ (see above, section 6.2.3). 
110 See Craven, Artistry; Van Henten, ‘Female Moses’; Rakel, Schönheit for more parallels between Judith and 
Moses. 
111 Interestingly, Judith’s promise that with her help, Holofernes will be victorious without losing one of his 
men (10:13) exactly parallels the words of Israel’s enemies, the sons of Esau and Moab, in 7:11. 
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her, they assume, “could deceive the entire earth” (10:19). This assessment, however, does not 
withhold any of them from taking her words at face value (pun intended). 

Holofernes, too, is taken in immediately by Judith’s looks and promises. And quite contrary 
to his scornful treatment of the religion of the other peoples he has subdued, he shows an almost 
touching concern for Judith’s ritual purity, wondering what she will eat once her own provisions 
have run out (12:2). Judith, however, promises him victory before that will be the case. On a profane 
level, the food Judith had brought to the Assyrian camp with her is part of her performance, 
underlining the swiftness with which she will lead Holofernes to victory. On another level, however, 
it spans a bridge between her pious life in Bethulia and her mission in the Assyrian camp. Her dress 
and location may change, but no Assyrian food, and certainly no Assyrian man will enter her body.112 

Judith’s nightly excursions from the camp serve a double purpose as well. On a practical 
level, they create a precedent, so that her flight with Holofernes’ head in her bag is not immediately 
noticed as such. But they also serve to underline the separation between Judith and the Assyrians – 
Judith uses this time to wash herself clean from any traces of contact with the enemy – and to frame 
her actions within the ritual context that has determined her entire life up to this point. 

Even during the drinking bout, Judith sticks to her own provisions, underlining the boundary 
between her and the men surrounding her. Once these men have left, and Judith is alone with 
Holofernes, the most (in-)famous scene of the narrative unfolds.113 The visual arts seem to glory in 
this scene. 114  Obviously, the perceived paradox between the beautiful, pious widow and the 
truculence of Holofernes’ assassination speaks to the imagination. In some paintings, a sacrificial 
interpretation seems to suggest itself. Holofernes lies on his bed as though on an altar, and the 
streams of blood from his neck remind one of the blood of the animal victims so central for Temple 
sacrifice.115 Steinmann, too, in his deliberations on the book of Judith, speaks of the “sacrifice humain 
d’Holopherne.”116 Is it possible, then, to read Judith’s murder of Holofernes as related to the animal 
sacrifices offered to YHWH on a regular basis? The setting of the scene – Holofernes lying on his 

                                                             
112 There is a strong link here between religious and ethnic identity; so strong, in fact, that it is impossible to 
draw a line between the two. On the level of religion, Judith is unwilling to compromise her ritual purity. And 
on the level of ethnicity, she refuses to engage in commensality (often a pre-stage of and metaphor for sexual 
intercourse, cf. Nash, Cauldron, 10) - with the enemies of her people – that is to say, she does join Holofernes 
at his table, but will not consume his food under any circumstances. Her choices in this regard differ strongly 
from both Ruth’s and Esther’s. While Ruth actively seeks admittance into the community of Bethlehem by 
sharing the meal and ultimately the bed with Boaz, and Esther is in no position to refuse doing the same with 
Ahasuerus (nor does she appear to try), Judith keeps herself apart – sacred – from anything that could dilute 
the sharp border between her body and those of the Assyrians. 
113 Compared to the elaborate and lengthy preparations of the circumstances that have led up to this event, the 
scene is surprisingly short. In only 8 verses (13:4-11), Judith prays for strength (13:4-5), grasps Holofernes’ 
sword (13:6), prays again (13:7), severs his head (13:8), takes the head and the canopy of the bed to her 
maidservant (13:9), and, together with her maidservant, returns to Bethulia and announces that “with us, God, 
our God, has worked power again in Israel, and might against the enemies” (13:11). 
114 For a critical appraisal of the gender implications of depictions of Judith in this scene in visual art and 
literature, see Peters, ‘Metamorphoses’. Focusing especially on Judith’s apparel, Peters describes Judith’s 
metamorphosis over the past centuries from holy virgin or saint to femme fatale.   
115 See, e.g., the work of Caravaggio, Valentin de Boulogne, and Artemisia Gentileschi. 
116 Jean Steinmann, Lecture de Judith, Paris 1953, 97. 
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bed, Judith putting her hand on his head to grasp his hair (cf. Lev 16:21), the fact that the fatal wound 
is delivered to the neck, and even details of vocabulary117 all point in this direction. However, the 
wording of the text leaves room for another interpretation as well. Judith 13:8 reads: 

 
Kai. evpa,taxen eivj to.n tra,chlon auvtou/ 

di.j evn th|/ ivscu,i auvth/j kai. avfei/len 

th.n kefalh.n auvtou/ avp vauvtou/) 

 And she struck his neck twice with 
(all) her strength, and took his head 
from him. 

 
The keywords in this verse – pata,ssw (strike), tra,chloj (neck), and perhaps also ivscu,j 

(strength) are not at all reminiscent of cultic sacrifice. Rather, they seem to point to YHWH’s 
dealings with those who do not submit to his rule. The neck, especially when accompanied by the 
attribute sklh,roj (stiff, stubborn) or the verbal form sklhru,nw (make stubborn, harden) is the body 
part that symbolizes the refusal to bow to YHWH’s authority.118 Often, but not always, the expression 
is used in connection with Israel. More than once, YHWH’s response is to ‘strike’ (pata,ssw) the 
offender (Israelite or otherwise) with hunger, disease, or even death.119 Perhaps the most relevant 
parallel can be found in the plagues with which YHWH strikes (pata,ssw) Egypt,120 culminating in the 
killing (again pata,ssw!) of all the first-born sons (Ex 12:12, 23). Incidentally, the one who strikes 
does not have to be divine – the verb often describes inter-human aggression as well. In most cases, 
this is the ‘normal’ violence occasionally arising between neighbors, sometimes even unintended.121 
In others, it is the result of a conflict between the Israelites and other peoples.122 An especially 
interesting example is the struggle between David and Goliath, where pata,ssw is used to describe 
David’s attack on the giant. Last but not least, in some cases, YHWH explicitly commands his people 
to strike, e.g., Dtr 7:1-2: “And the Lord your God brings you into the land, into which you go to 
possess it, and removes great nations before you […], and the Lord delivers them into your hands, 
then you must strike (pata,ssw) them; you must destroy them completely: you must not enter into a 
covenant with them or have compassion on them.”  

The context provided by this and similar verses offers a more plausible parallel for the scene 
in Judith 13 than does sacrificial theory. Holofernes is no lamb being led to ritual slaughter, nor a 
scapegoat whose death will restore peace within the group, but an enemy whom YHWH has given 

                                                             
117 The word used to describe how Judith takes hold of Holofernes’ hair, dra,ssomai, is found only seven other 
times in the LXX, and three of these occurrences are in texts dealing with the regulation of sacrifices, where 
they describe how the priest is to grasp (dra,ssomai) the portion of the sacrificial substance (flour or grain) that 
is to be consumed by fire on the altar (Lev 2:2; 5:12; Num 5:26). 
118 See, e.g., Dtr 10:16; 31:27; 2 Chr 30:8; 36:13; Neh 9:16-17. Cf. Schroer & Staubli, Körpersymbolik, 103-104. 
In some cases, it is YHWH himself who hardens the neck (or heart, e.g., Ex 4:10) of the offender. It would go 
to far, however, to read this motif into the Judith narrative: The hubris exhibited by Nabuchodonosor and 
Holofernes is blamed entirely on themselves. 
119 E.g., Ex 3:20; 9:15; Dtr 28:22, 27, 35. 
120 Ex 3:20; 7:20, 25; 8:16; 9:15, 25. 
121 E.g., Dtr 19:4, 6, 11. 
122 E.g., Josh 13:12, 21; 19:47; Jdg 1:5, 8, 10, 12, 25; 1 Sam 17:49; 18:7. 

 
 

 202 

bed, Judith putting her hand on his head to grasp his hair (cf. Lev 16:21), the fact that the fatal wound 
is delivered to the neck, and even details of vocabulary117 all point in this direction. However, the 
wording of the text leaves room for another interpretation as well. Judith 13:8 reads: 

 
Kai. evpa,taxen eivj to.n tra,chlon auvtou/ 

di.j evn th|/ ivscu,i auvth/j kai. avfei/len 

th.n kefalh.n auvtou/ avp vauvtou/) 

 And she struck his neck twice with 
(all) her strength, and took his head 
from him. 

 
The keywords in this verse – pata,ssw (strike), tra,chloj (neck), and perhaps also ivscu,j 

(strength) are not at all reminiscent of cultic sacrifice. Rather, they seem to point to YHWH’s 
dealings with those who do not submit to his rule. The neck, especially when accompanied by the 
attribute sklh,roj (stiff, stubborn) or the verbal form sklhru,nw (make stubborn, harden) is the body 
part that symbolizes the refusal to bow to YHWH’s authority.118 Often, but not always, the expression 
is used in connection with Israel. More than once, YHWH’s response is to ‘strike’ (pata,ssw) the 
offender (Israelite or otherwise) with hunger, disease, or even death.119 Perhaps the most relevant 
parallel can be found in the plagues with which YHWH strikes (pata,ssw) Egypt,120 culminating in the 
killing (again pata,ssw!) of all the first-born sons (Ex 12:12, 23). Incidentally, the one who strikes 
does not have to be divine – the verb often describes inter-human aggression as well. In most cases, 
this is the ‘normal’ violence occasionally arising between neighbors, sometimes even unintended.121 
In others, it is the result of a conflict between the Israelites and other peoples.122 An especially 
interesting example is the struggle between David and Goliath, where pata,ssw is used to describe 
David’s attack on the giant. Last but not least, in some cases, YHWH explicitly commands his people 
to strike, e.g., Dtr 7:1-2: “And the Lord your God brings you into the land, into which you go to 
possess it, and removes great nations before you […], and the Lord delivers them into your hands, 
then you must strike (pata,ssw) them; you must destroy them completely: you must not enter into a 
covenant with them or have compassion on them.”  

The context provided by this and similar verses offers a more plausible parallel for the scene 
in Judith 13 than does sacrificial theory. Holofernes is no lamb being led to ritual slaughter, nor a 
scapegoat whose death will restore peace within the group, but an enemy whom YHWH has given 

                                                             
117 The word used to describe how Judith takes hold of Holofernes’ hair, dra,ssomai, is found only seven other 
times in the LXX, and three of these occurrences are in texts dealing with the regulation of sacrifices, where 
they describe how the priest is to grasp (dra,ssomai) the portion of the sacrificial substance (flour or grain) that 
is to be consumed by fire on the altar (Lev 2:2; 5:12; Num 5:26). 
118 See, e.g., Dtr 10:16; 31:27; 2 Chr 30:8; 36:13; Neh 9:16-17. Cf. Schroer & Staubli, Körpersymbolik, 103-104. 
In some cases, it is YHWH himself who hardens the neck (or heart, e.g., Ex 4:10) of the offender. It would go 
to far, however, to read this motif into the Judith narrative: The hubris exhibited by Nabuchodonosor and 
Holofernes is blamed entirely on themselves. 
119 E.g., Ex 3:20; 9:15; Dtr 28:22, 27, 35. 
120 Ex 3:20; 7:20, 25; 8:16; 9:15, 25. 
121 E.g., Dtr 19:4, 6, 11. 
122 E.g., Josh 13:12, 21; 19:47; Jdg 1:5, 8, 10, 12, 25; 1 Sam 17:49; 18:7. 



 
 

 203 

into Judith’s hands.123 This is not to say that there is no ritual or even sacrificial undercurrent to this 
scene. It is, after all, the most decisive moment of Judith’s mission as YHWH’s warrior. As such, it 
partakes of the sacrificial character of every one of YHWH’s wars.124 

 
The conclusion of the narrative pictures Judith as the leader of a procession towards 

Jerusalem, where she will dedicate all the spoils of her victory to YHWH. Both the psalm Judith 
proclaims during the procession and her actions in Jerusalem point to a ritual and sacrificial 
understanding of her actions. In several cases, the tentative interpretations that had only been based 
on implications in the text (e.g., the sacrificial nature of Judith’s prayer, or the identification of Judith 
as holy warrior) are now confirmed through key words in the text. 

To greet the victorious soldiers with songs of praise had always been a traditional task for the 
women of Israel, beginning with Miriam (Ex 15:20-21), via Deborah (Judges 5) and Jephta’s daughter 
(Jdg 11:34) to the women expressing their admiration for David and contempt for Saul in their songs 
(1 Sam 18:6-7). In that sense, Judith seems to return here to the conventional female sphere, and to 
leave the role of ‘holy warrior’ behind. However, the references to sacrifices and burnt offerings (Jdt 
16:16) tell a different story. 

Towards the end of the psalm, Judith makes a noteworthy remark: “For every sacrifice is 
(too) small for a sweet fragrance, and every bit of fat falls short as a burnt offering for you; but 
whoever fears the Lord is great through them all” (Jdt 16:16). The circle is closed: here, Judith herself 
seems to explain her attitudes and the deeds resulting from them as alternative sacrifices. What was 
only implied in the beginning, is now put into so many words: sacrifice per se is legitimate, but not 
enough. What counts is the interiorization of ‘fear of the Lord’ – a mind-set that Judith personifies. 
The reader is reminded of passages like 1 Sam 15:22, where Samuel rebukes Saul for wanting to 
sacrifice the plunder of the Amalekites instead of destroying it, or Micah 6:6-8, where Micah 
confronts the people for their tendency to offer impressive sacrifices instead of obeying YHWH. 
Protestant theologians have been tempted to read a dismissal of all cultic service in(to) these verses. 
However, this conclusion seems unwarranted. Neither Judith nor the prophets condemn sacrifice as 
such.125 Rather, they insist that it must be accompanied by obedience to YHWH. 
 

Indeed, having arrived at Jerusalem, the first thing the people and Judith do is offer their 
“whole burnt offering, and their voluntary offerings, and their gifts” (Jdt 16:18). In addition, in verse 
19, “Judith dedicated (avnati,qhmi) all the equipment of Holofernes, which the people had given her, 
and the canopy, which she herself had taken from his bed, she gave to God as a cursed thing 
(avna,qhma)”. In most cases, the Hebrew equivalent of avna,qhma is ~rx, ‘devoted thing, devotion, ban’, a 

                                                             
123 Admittedly, there is a strange tension throughout the scene between Judith’s words and actions and the 
silence and inactivity of YHWH; a tension, which, in fact, characterizes all Judith’s dealings with her ku,rioj (cf. 
Day, ‘Faith’). 
124 Judith makes sure that her enemy is destroyed completely. Significantly, she does not stab him to death, but 
removes his head, the seat of his intellect and masculinity. See below, section 8.4.5.2 for further discussion of 
this issue. 
125 See Hendel, ‘Away From Ritual’ for an interesting construal of ritual as doxa as defined by Pierre Bourdieu 
and Mary Douglas, which the prophets demask as ‘mere’ convention rather than part of the natural order.  
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terminus technicus from the semantic field of ‘Holy War’.126 Through the use of the specific term 
avna,qhma, the author places Judith’s actions within the context of Holy War, known to him from the 
literary conventions of other biblical sources. Now, too, her motivation for taking the canopy of 
Holofernes’ bed (Jdt 13:9) is revealed. At the time, this action had seemed rather nonsensical – 
carrying a large piece of cloth would certainly not have eased her escape. It does, however, perfectly 
match Judith’s self-understanding as a warrior of YHWH. Killing the enemy was not enough – he, or 
some object symbolizing him, had to be devoted - avnati,qhmi - to YHWH in order to really complete 
her mission. If Judith’s role as holy warrior had not been firmly established before, it is now. She 
embodies the community not as a woman per se, nor as a woman warrior, but as a holy warrior of 
YHWH. 

 

8.2.4 Judith’s God 

Unlike the books of Ruth and Esther, the book of Judith brims with explicit references to the 
God of Israel. The word qeo,j occurs 88 times in 16 chapters.127 Ku,rioj occurs 63 times, and although 
nineteen of these occurrences refer to Holofernes or Nabuchodonosor and four are ambivalent in 
their referent (either God or Holofernes), 40 point unequivocally to ‘the Lord, the God of Israel’, as 
he is often called in the narrative. However, how this God must be pictured is much more ambiguous. 
Focusing on a selection of relevant texts (notably Judith’s prayer in chapter 9 and her psalm in 
chapter 16) I investigate the image of God as either irenic or violent (or both), and the curious 
connection between him and Judith. Both subjects are also linked to the more general issues of group 
identity (more precisely, the exclusivity or inclusivity of God’s involvement) and gender identity. 

 
8.2.4.1 A God Who Crushes War? 
Holofernes’ question, “Who is God except Nabuchodonosor?” (Jdt 6:2) is answered 

throughout the narrative with a wide array of intertextual allusions.128 The ‘theology’ of the book, 
cannot be separated from its ‘myths’ - in this regard, too, the book of Judith proves its deep 
rootedness in the literary traditions of Israel. 

Again, the figure of Judith is the reader’s most eloquent (though perhaps not most 
consistent) source. Both in her communication with representatives of Bethulia and in her private 
and public prayers, Judith paints a picture of God that sounds familiar to the connoisseur of the 
Hebrew Bible and yet departs from the older traditions on several points. 

In her prayers and the psalm in Jdt 16, Judith employs a wealth of imagery depicting God as 
creator and Lord of the Universe, much of which is familiar from texts in Genesis, Psalms, and 
prophets such as Isaiah. In Jdt 9:12, for example, Judith refers to God as de,spota tw/n ouvranw/n kai. 

th/j gh/j( kti,statw/n u`da,twn( basileu/ pa,shj kti,sew,j sou - ‘ruler of the heavens and the earth, creator 
of the waters, king of all your creatures’. This theme is taken up again in Jdt 16:14-15: 

                                                             
126 See, e.g., Lev 27:28; Num 21:2; Dtr 13:16-17; 20:17; Josh 6:18, 21; Jdg 1:17; 1 Sam 15:3, 8-9. See also excursus 
on ‘holy war’. As discussed there, the precise meaning of the term is debated, ranging from more violent 
interpretations (‘destroy completely’) to more moderate proposals (‘devote to YHWH’, ‘separate from 
society’). 
127 Only two of these occurrences refer to Nabuchodonosor instead of YHWH (Jdt 3:8; 6:2). 
128 Here, I limit myself to the a few relevant topics. For a more comprehensive overview, see Rakel, Schönheit. 
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Soi. douleusa,tw pa/sa h` kti,sij sou\ 

o[ti ei-paj( kai. evgenh,qhsan\ 

 

avpe,steilaj to. pneu/ma sou( kai. 

w|vkodo,mhsen\ 

kai. ovuk e;stin o[j avntisth,setai th/| 

fwnh|/ sou) 

o;rh ga.r evk qemeli,wn su,n u[dasin 

saleuqh,setai( 

pe,trai d v avpo. prosw,pou sou w`j khro.j 

takh,sontai\ 

e;ti de. toi/j foboume,noij se( 

su. euvilateu,seij auvtoi/j) 

 You all your creatures have to serve: 
For you spoke, and they came into 
being: 
You sent your spirit, and they were 
built:129 
And there is none who will resist your 
voice. 
For mountains will be shaken from 
their foundations with [or of]130 water, 
Rocks will melt before your face like 
wax.  
Yet towards those who fear you, 
You will be merciful. 

 
The parallel with Genesis 1, where God creates through his word and in the presence of his 

spirit, is obvious. The main thrust of the verse, however, is not creation per se, but the all-
encompassing and at times all-consuming power of the Creator. In wording very similar to Ps 
17:8(18:7), Is 64:2, and especially Mi. 1:4, the author establishes God’s authority over all elements of 

                                                             
129 Levison points out an interesting parallel with Ps 33:6, where creation is the combined work of word and 
spirit as well, and Ps 104 [103]:29-30, where God “sends forth his spirit and they are created”. Jdt 14 uses the 
beginning of this phrase (avpe,steilaj to. pneu/ma sou), but continues with a different verb: oivkodome,w, the standard 
translation of Hebrew hnb, ‘to build’. Usually, this verb pertains to the construction of temples, cities, and other 
buildings – except in Gen 2:22, where it is used to describe the making of the first woman. Levison concludes: 
“In Psalm 104, praise of the creator evokes the image of the creation of the first man, of dust inbreathed and 
returned again to the ground; in the Psalm of Judith, praise of the creator evokes instead the image of the 
creation of woman, of being built from a single rib into a creation of God” (Levison, ‘Creation,’ 468). 
130 According to Joüon, the LXX su,n u[dasin (‘with water’) makes little sense (Paul Joüon, ‘Judith 16,15 (Vg. 
18),’ Bib 3 (1923): 112). Presupposing a Hebrew original, he suggests that the translator has mistaken ~ymk (like 
water) for ~ymb (in/with water), and concludes that the Greek text should be changed accordingly (Joüon, 
‘Judith 16,15 (Vg. 18),’ 112). However, in order to arrive at su,n u[dasin, a translator would not only have to 
misread a Hebrew letter (an admittedly common mistake, especially with two letters as similar as b and k), but 
also overlook an obvious parallel (‘like wax’, gnwdk) within the same verse of the assumed Hebrew original, only 
in order to arrive at a relatively cryptic Greek text. Besides, trying to disprove the assumption of a Hebrew 
original for the book of Judith in the first place, Corley argues that “the Hebrew word ~ymb (literally, ‘in 
waters’) would more likely have been rendered evn u[dasi[n], as in Ps 76(77):20 and Ps 103(104):3” (Corley, 
‘Original Language,’ 91). Rather than amend the Greek text on the basis of an alleged misreading of an 
assumed Hebrew original, Corley suggests to read the verse in the tradition of, e.g., Ps 23(24)2 or Ps 
135(136):6, where the earth is founded upon the waters, just like the mountains appear to be in Jdt 16:15. 
Another alternative would be to read su,n as an instrumentalis: “with/by means of water”, although admittedly, 
this usage is not common (see, e.g., Louw & Nida, Lexicon, 791,797). All things considered, I tend to side with 
Corley that the basis for the emendation ‘like water’ is equally shaky as that of the mountains in the 
concerning verse. 
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his creation, both living and inanimate.131 This authority is not at all detached or indifferent: God, the 
Creator and Ruler of the earth does not treat all his creatures the same. Despite Judith’s insistence on 
God’s sovereignty and the impossibility to know his thoughts, she is confident in her conviction that 
he will shield his people Israel (Jdt 9:14). Significantly, the verb she uses here - u`peraspi,zw – occurs 
only twenty-two times in the Septuagint. In virtually all cases, God is the subject of the verb, and in 
the majority of the occurrences, Jerusalem or the Jewish people are its object.132 The same strands of 
literary traditions that help Judith establish God’s sovereignty, especially over against 
Nabuchodonosor’s hubristic claims, also provide her with a firm belief in his benevolent involvement 
with Israel.133 

The downside of God’s sovereignty is his unpredictability, likewise preached by Judith. 
Having heard that the elders have placed God before an ultimatum – if he does not deliver the 
Bethulians from their besiegers within five days, they will surrender – Judith is enraged and questions 
the elders’ religious proficiency and their capacities as leaders. Her speech makes use of several older 
literary traditions in order to drive home one point: God is sovereign (pantokra,twr, 8:13) and 
unfathomable, and humans would do well not to put him to the test. Indeed, Judith’s words make 
one wonder who the real threat to the Israelites is – the Assyrians, or God, who, if the Bethulians 
surrender, may well add insult to injury by “returning on our heads the slaughter of our brothers and 
the captivity of the people and the desolation of our inheritance” (8:22) and  “turning our bondage 
into dishonor” (8:23).  

 
This rather aggressive image of God fits in well with the one Judith paints in the private 

prayer following her conversation with the elders (chapter 9). Judith prepares her mission with a long 
and rather epic supplication, in which she reiterates the rape of Dinah and subsequent revenge of her 
brothers (Genesis 34). Above, I have read this prayer as a ritualization of both Simeon’s and Judith’s 
acts by interpreting them within the framework of holy war. Here, I want to focus on its implications 
for Judith’s ‘theology’.134 

                                                             
131 Cf. Rakel: “Jdt 16,14 enthält keine Schöpfungsromantik. Es geht dem Lied nicht um die Schönheit der 
Schöpfung, sondern um die Gottesfrage” (Rakel, Schönheit, 149). 
132 Gen 15:1; Dtr 33:29; 2 Kgs 19:34; 20:6; Jdt 5:21; 6:2; 9:14; 3 Macc 7:6; 4 Macc 4:9; 7:4, 8; Ps 19:2; Prov 2:7; 
4:9; 30:5; Wis 5:16; Hos 11:8; Zech 9:15; 12:8; Is 31:5; 37:35; 38:6. 
133 As Schmitz point out, intra-textual allusions are vital for establishing the antagonism between YHWH and 
Nabuchodonosor as well (e.g., the use of pronomh,, aivcnalwsi,a, and skuleu,w both for Holofernes’ actions and 
Simeon’s revenge, see Schmitz, Geschichte, 257-261). 
134 My analysis presupposes that the author of Judith based himself on the text of Genesis as we know it. Most 
scholars assume that the text of the Torah was more or less fixed during the Persian Era (see, e.g., 
Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 384), although it is likely that other versions of the text were still in circulation 
when Judith was written. Interestingly, the incident of the massacre of the Shechemites is taken up  and 
amended in a number of approximately contemporaneous sources. Some of them seem driven by the wish to 
explain and excuse Simeon and Levi’s actions. Jubilees, for example, takes a similar stance as the book of Judith 
(Jub. 30:1-7). Here, the crime of Shechem is presented as even worse than in the Genesis text: Dinah is turned 
into “a little girl, a child of twelve years” (30:3), suggesting child abuse rather than ‘just’ rape. According to 
Jubilees 30:6, “the Lord delivered them into the hands of the sons of Jacob that they might exterminate them 
with the sword and execute judgment upon them, and that it might not thus again be done in Israel that a 
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As already mentioned, God is conspicuously absent from the genotext in Genesis.135 
Unimpressed by this gap in the text, Judith assumes God’s active involvement in Simeon’s deeds, and 
the chance of equally active divine involvement in her own endeavors. In Jdt 9:2, she claims that God 
has expressly forbidden the “foreigners” from “uncovering the womb of the virgin for defilement.” 
In other words, according to her reading, Shechem has acted not only against Dinah and the males 
responsible for her (her father and brothers), but also against YHWH.136 As a consequence, YHWH – 
and not in the first place Simeon and Levi – takes revenge on the Shechemites. Perturbingly, it is not 
only the perpetrator of the crime – Shechem – who falls under YHWH’s judgment, but all the 
Shechemites, “from slave to mighty one, and from mighty one to their thrones” (Jdt 9:3). Not even 
the women and virgins stand a chance against God’s wrath (9:4). He hands them over as spoils 
(pronomh,) and captives (aivcmalwsia,), that is, as designated objects of sexual aggression, even though 
Judith had portrayed him as the one who condemns rape only two verses earlier. Apparently, in 
Judith’s book, the rape of an Israelite virgin is something entirely different from the rape of a 
foreigner – YHWH condemns the first, but facilitates the latter. 

This sharp differentiation between in-group and out-group resurfaces time and again 
throughout Judith’s speeches. To her, God is both the motivation behind Simeon’s actions, which 
Judith portrays as “zeal for YHWH”137 (Jdt 9:4), and the reason for their success. She reflects her own 
prayer back on Simeon, providing the religious motivation and even piety that is lacking in the 
genotext. In Genesis 34, the assessment of Simeon and Levi’s actions is ambivalent at best. Judith, 
however, takes a different stance. To her, the rape of one woman (Dinah) by one man (Shechem) and 
the Assyrian threat to ‘rape’ or destroy Jerusalem, the Temple, and ultimately the Israelites at large 
fall into the same category: an affront against the laws and holiness of YHWH, which must be 
revenged or prevented by literally all means. 

There is, in short, a continuous tension in Judith’s prayer between her concern – and the 
concern projected on YHWH – for the Temple and the “weak, the disowned, and those who despair” 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
virgin of Israel should be defiled.” Similarly, in the Testament of Levi, it is God who initiates the revenge 
(TestLev 5:3). Later appropriations of the biblical material, such as Pseudo-Philo’s Liber Antiquitatum 
Biblicarum or Josephus’ Antiquitates Iudaicae abridge rather than expand the narrative (although Pseudo-
Philo adds that after her brothers have rescued her from Shechem, Dinah marries Job and bears him fourteen 
sons and six daughters, LAB XIII:8), nor do they involve God in the dealings of Simeon and Levi. In fact, 
Josephus suggests that their rash action requires a ritual purification of the entire clan (Antiquitates 21:3). It 
would lead too far here to discuss the implications of these different appropriations of the Dinah-incident. 
Suffice it to say that, apparently, the book of Judith can be located within a tradition that used this narrative in 
order to establish a strong in-group/out-group identity, eulogizing the acts of members of the in-group such as 
Simeon and demeaning those on the outside, such as Shechem. See for more details Schmitz, Geschichte, 263-
270. 
135 Both in the preceding and the following chapters in Genesis, God’s involvement with Jacob’s family is 
emphasized (Gen 33:5, 10-11; 36:1, 9-13). But no one – neither the protagonists nor the narrator – so much as 
mentions God in the account of Dinah’s rape and her brothers’ revenge. 
136 Scholarship on Gen 34 is divided about the question whether the narrative deals with the issue of rape in the 
first place. See Scholz, Rape, 32-33 for a critical appraisal of different positions. Scholz herself is adamant that 
the story is not in the first place about the brothers’ revenge, nor about Shechem’s alleged tender feelings for 
Dinah, but rather “centers on Dinah and the acquaintance rape” (p. 38).  
137 See below for a more thorough discussion of the concept of ‘zeal’ in the book of Judith and 1 Maccabees. 
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among the Israelites (9:11), and her complete disregard – again projected on YHWH – for the victims 
of murder and rape among those outside Israel. She portrays YHWH as “God of the humble”, whose 
“power is not in multitudes, nor his sovereignty in (physical) strength” (9:11), and casts herself as 
one of those humble ones who must gain victory by other means than physical strength. On the other 
hand, she is not at all averse to using violence, either by herself or as self-appointed commander-in-
chief of the Israelite army. In Judith’s prayer, little is visible of a deity who is interested in universal 
peace. Rather, Judith – and according to her, YHWH – differentiate carefully between those on the 
inside and those on the outside. The former deserve God’s blessing and can count on his help (at least 
as long as they do not test him), while the latter fall under his judgment from the outset.138 

 
In Judith’s victory psalm, similar tendencies are visible. Here, too, Judith casts Israel in the 

role of defenseless victim. According to her, all Israel consists of “young men, nursing women, little 
children, and virgins” (16:4), who are “humbled” (tapeino,i) and “weak” (avsqenou/nte,j, 16:11). The 
Assyrians, on the other hand, are portrayed as an invading force of almost supernatural dimensions: 
“Assur … came in the countless numbers of its strength, until their multitude blocked the brooks, 
and their horses covered the hills” (16:3).139 God, however, “resisted him with feminine hands” 
(16:5). The psalm ends with the uplifting announcement for the enemies of “my offspring”140 (16: 17) 
that “the Lord Almighty will revenge himself upon them on the day of judgment, giving fire and 
worms into their flesh, and they will weep in judgment in eternity.” Again, the boundary between in-
group and out-group is marked painfully clearly: those on the inside, “those who fear you, you will 
bless” (16:15), but all others will be eliminated. 

 
Perhaps the tensions regarding the image of God in Judith can be abstracted into one simple 

– or not so simple – question: how to understand the phrase ku,rioj/qeo.j suntri,bwn pole,mouj, which 
occurs both in Judith’s prayer preceding her mission (Jdt 9:7), and in the psalm concluding it (Jdt 
16:2). Is Judith’s God a God who crushes in or through war, destroying others in order to save his 
people Israel? Or does he crush war as such, in an eschatological “Destruktion des Destruktiven”?141 
In order to answer this question, the direct literary context within the book of Judith must be taken 
into account, as well as occurrences of the same phrase in other books of the LXX.  

                                                             
138 Significantly, Judith refers to YHWH as the “God of my father and God of the inheritance of Israel”, and as 
“ruler of the heavens and the earth, creator of the waters, king of all your creatures” (Jdt 9:12). God’s 
involvement with and rule over the entire earth and all peoples is unquestioned, but Judith underlines the 
special bond between him and his people Israel: he is their God, who chooses to deliver them, but the ruler and 
king of the rest of the earth – and not always a benign king at that. This image of YHWH differs drastically 
from the one presented in the book of Ruth, where the God of Israel is called upon to bless Moabite women 
(Ruth 1:8-9), and works out this blessing in the rest of the book. 
139 Basing himself on José Ramos, Eckhardt construes this description of the Assyrians as an instance of 
‘Orientalism’ from the perspective of the Israelites (Eckhardt, ‘Reclaiming,’ 258; José Augusto M. Ramos, 
‘Percepções de identitadade no judaísmo helenístico, segundo o livro de Judite,’ Didaskalia 35 (2005): 49-64). 
140 Here and elsewhere in the psalm, the referent of the 1st person pronoun is ambiguous: it could refer either 
to Judith, whether or not in the role of a ‘mother in Israel’, or to the collective identity of Israel, or to God 
himself (cf. section 8.2.4.2).  
141 Rakel, Schönheit, 108. 
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Both images – God crushing others in war, and God ending war as such – are present in these 
books. An unequivocally peace-loving God can be found, e.g., in Ps 75:3: 

 
evkei/ sune,triyen ta. kra,th tw/n to,xwn(  

o[plon kai r`omfai,an kai. po,lemon) 

 There he broke the power of the bows, 
shield and sword and war.  

 
Variations of the same theme are present in Psalm 45:9 and Hos. 2:20. However, Judith 9:7 

and 16:2 share an even more literal correspondence with a much more ambiguous text. The 
description of YHWH as a ‘Lord who crushes war’ is a direct quote from LXX Ex 15:3, the song in 
which Moses celebrates YHWH’s victory against Pharaoh and his army. The Hebrew text has hwhy 
hmxlm vya, ‘YHWH, a man of war/warrior’, while the LXX reads ku,rio.j suntri,bwn pole,mouj. The 
different renderings of this phrase in the Hebrew and Greek versions of Exodus have led to different 
interpretations of its use in the book of Judith as well. Zenger construes the image of God in the 
narrative as “Jahwetheologie im ursprünglichen Sinn”, calling it the  

 
für uns greifbar älteste Definition Jahwes …, wie sie im Mirjamlied geprägt wurde […]: 
Jahwe als die Grenze aller widergöttlichen Macht, als die Wirklichkeit schlechthin, an der alle 
zerstörerische Wut ein Ende findet.142 
 
Integrating Zenger’s argument into her own feminist appropriation of the book of Judith, 

Rakel asserts: 
 
Die Tradition der Siegeslieder singenden Frauen wird mit dem Juditlied um eine neue 
Stimme erweitert, die eine kriegs-und herrschaftskritische Gottesvorstellung präsentiert und 
die ersttestamentliche, vor allem prophetische Friedenstheologie mit ihrer Sehnsucht nach 
Zerschlagung der Kriegswaffen in diese Tradition einträgt.143 
 
However, other scholars arrive at a more belligerent image of God in the book of Judith, even 

though the intertextual sources for their conclusions are the same. Based on an analysis of the direct 
literary context of LXX Ex 15:3 and the choices made there when it comes to describing God’s 
activities or character, Perkins concludes: 

                                                             
142 Zenger, ‘Traditionsmodell,’ 74. 
143 Rakel, Schönheit, 234. Both Zenger and Rakel argue that the image of God in the book of Judith is based on 
visions of eschatological peace already present in the Tenakh. Interestingly, Zenger seems to assume this 
peace-loving character of God for both the Hebrew and the Greek version of the text in Exodus 15, while Rakel 
emphasizes the disparity between the two renderings. She argues that the Hebrew text paints an image of 
YHWH as divine Warrior, from which both the LXX translation and the citation in Judith depart, moving 
more in the direction of a God who not only fights for his people but also puts an end to armed conflict in 
general. According to Rakel, this eschatological vision of a God who brings peace to all people is already 
present in other biblical texts such as Zach 9:9-10, but is extended in the LXX to include originally martial 
passages such as Ex 15:3 and Is 42:13 (Rakel, Schönheit, 110). See Schmitz, Geschichte, 280-289 for a detailed 
analysis of links between Ex 15 and the book of Judith, notably Jdt 9. Like Zenger and Rakel, Schmitz finds a 
peace-loving God in both Exodus and the book of Judith. She minimizes Judith’s action as a politically 
motivated assassination, ignoring the routing of the Assyrian army at the hands of the Israelites in Jdt 15.  
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The surrounding narrative, both in the Hebrew and in the Greek translation, portrays God as 
one who does battle for Israel. […] There is no emphasis at all on the idea of God as 
peacemaker in this narrative context.144 
 

He explains the unusual Greek rendering of the Hebrew hmxlm vya as based on the translator’s 
aversion against anthropomorphism in descriptions of YHWH. According to Perkins, the tendency 
to avoid such ‘humanizing’ descriptions of God is well attested throughout LXX Exodus - unlike 
attempts to paint a more peace-loving image of YHWH than the Hebrew text does.145 If Perkins is 
correct, the book of Judith can be read as an updated version of the image of the divine Warrior 
present in the Torah (both in the Hebrew and the Greek versions), rather than as the continuation of 
a “kriegskritische Tradition.”146 

What Perkins argues for Exodus 15:3, namely that the narrative context suggests an 
understanding of qeo,j suntri,bwn pole,mouj as ‘God who fights wars on behalf of Israel’, applies to the 
book of Judith as well. God is portrayed as one who brings peace, but not for everyone, and not 
without violence. Time and again, Judith emphasizes the difference between Israel and ‘the enemy’ – 
particularly, of course, the Assyrians, but occasionally she widens her definition to include “all 
peoples who turn against my offspring” (Jdt 16:17). 

 
Undeniably, within the Hebrew Bible, the opposite stance is also widely attested: texts like 

Gen 12:2-3, Is 2:1-4 or Ps 87 construe YHWH as God of all nations, and Israel as a blessing for the 
whole world. But the Book of Judith seems to be a witness to the observation that  

 
[i]n the daily struggle for survival, the supposedly only God for the entire world and all 
nations changes very quickly into the particular deity who seems to be obligated only to 
one’s own welfare and woe.147 
 

                                                             
144 Perkins, ‘Warrior,’ 127. 
145 Perkins, ‘Warrior,’ 127,134. 
146 Rakel, Schönheit, 234. 
147 Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 533. Significantly, the book of Judith shares relevant vocabulary and imagery 
(e.g., u`fi,sthmi, - ‘withstand’, Jdt 6:3; 7:4; Nah 1:6; su,mmiktoj, - ‘mixed multitude’, Jdt 1:16; 3:17; avpeile,w - 
’threaten’, Jdt 8:16; Nah 1:4) with the book of Nahum, where the motif of peace for God’s elect also stands in 
sharp contrast with the ruin predicted for his enemies: “The Lord is kind to those who wait for him in the time 
of trouble, and he knows those who revere him. But with an overrunning flood he will work utter destruction 
for those who rise up, and darkness will pursue his enemies” (Nah 1:7-8). See, e.g., Bob Becking, ‘Is God Good 
for His People? Critical Remarks on a Recently Proposed Emendation of Nahum 1,7,’ ZAW 117 (2005): 621-
623 on the question towards whom the goodness of God is directed in Nah 1:7. See also Anselm C. Hagedorn, 
Die Anderen im Spiegel. Israels Auseinandersetzungen mit den Völkern in den Büchern Nahum, Zefanja, 
Obadja und Joel (Beihefte zur Zeitschrift für die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 414), De Gruyter, Berlin 2011, 
86-90 on the construction of Self and Other in the book of Nahum. Isaiah 14:1-3 offers an eloquent parallel as 
well. YHWH promises Jacob and Israel rest on their own land and an end to their hardship and slavery. They 
will be returned to their land, “and then the house of Israel will inherit the nations as male and female slaves; 
they will take captive their captors and rule over their oppressors” (Is 14:2). 
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for His People? Critical Remarks on a Recently Proposed Emendation of Nahum 1,7,’ ZAW 117 (2005): 621-
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In the book of Judith, peace for Israel is not synonymous with peace for the nations. The 
opposite is the case: rather than abolish relations of domination and subordination, YHWH merely 
reverses them in favor of his people, to the detriment of their opponents. And the belligerent nature 
of the deity rubs off on his representative Judith as well: through both ritual acts and speech acts, she 
casts herself in the role of a holy warrior, who rises up in order to defend Israel from the ‘heathen 
menace’. 

 
8.2.4.2 ‘With Feminine Hands’ - Judith and Her God 
The construal of Judith as representative of YHWH, the warrior God, leads directly to the 

next issue: how can the relationship between Judith and YHWH be described, both regarding their 
concrete dealings with each other and the possible symbolic divine role Judith takes upon herself? 
And, closely related to this question, in how far is God present in the narrative as more than a 
discursive construct in the mouth of Judith and the community? 

 
In her speech to the elders, Judith emphasizes the distance between God and humans, and the 

impossibility to understand his reasoning or force him into action. The conclusion of Judith’s speech, 
however, seems to negate everything she has said so far about the necessity to patiently wait for God 
to act. Rather than wait and accept whatever the Almighty has in store for Bethulia and Israel, she 
asserts herself and announces that it is through her that “the Lord will visit Israel” (8:33). The 
seemingly nonnegotiable divide between God and humans is bridged in an instant, as Judith presents 
herself as intimately familiar with God’s plans and as the performer of his rescue mission. Indeed, she 
identifies with God to such an extent that she warns the elders not to inquire too closely into her 
plans, as if she, too, intends to remain sovereign and unfathomable (8:34).148 

 
The blurred boundaries between the divine person and his earthly representative Judith are 

especially striking in the psalm in Judith 16. Judith introduces several seemingly arbitrary switches in 
the personal pronouns, making it very hard to decide to whom she is referring at any given point.149  

                                                             
148 Reasoned from a different angle: by painting God as the supreme and remote ruler of the earth, Judith 
maneuvers herself into the unique position she will occupy for the rest of the narrative: while ordinary human 
beings, even religious specialists, cannot hope to catch even a glimpse of God’s mind (8:14), Judith alone 
knows his plans and is able to carry them out. Of course, a more positive appraisal of Judith’s independence 
from both human and divine patrons is also possible: “Während Nabuchodonosors Herrschaft als ein System 
von law and order funktioniert, benötigt die Gottesherrschaft selbstbestimmte und theologisch reflektierende 
Menschen, die aus sich heraus in theologischer Argumentation und betender Rückbindung an Gott das 
Gebotene erkennen und handeln” (Schmitz, Geschichte, 444). 
149 The identity of the ‘I’ is notoriously difficult to determine in many psalms. Croft opens his comprehensive 
study on this subject with the remark that “[t]he problem is a complex one, and demands, not surprisingly, an 
equally complex solution” (Steven J.L. Croft, The Identity of the Individual in the Psalms (JSOT Supplement 
Series 44), Sheffield Academic Press, Sheffield 1987, 7). Croft goes on to investigate the respective roles of the 
antagonist, the poor, the king, private persons, and ministers of the cult within the textual dynamics of 
different groups of psalms. In a sense, Judith’s psalm borrows from all these perspectives and motifs. She 
vividly describes her antagonists and the way God provides deliverance in wording not unlike that of, e.g. 
Psalm 17 or 27. The poor/humble play a role in Judith’s psalm as well: she repeatedly emphasizes that the 
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In 16:2, there is still a clear demarcation between YHWH as the benefactor and Judith as the 
beneficiary: “For to his tents in the midst of the people, he has delivered me from my pursuers.” But 
the confusion soon begins. In 16:5-6, Judith asserts: “The Lord Almighty resisted him [Assur] with 
feminine hands […]. Judith, the daughter of Merari, paralyzed him by the beauty of her face.”150 
Here, Judith speaks about her own hands as though they were an extension of YHWH’s ‘body’, and 
about herself in the third person, as though she were the onlooker and not the performer of her own 
deeds. In terms of focalization, Judith alternates between external and internal focalization: 
recounting the Assyrian threat, internal focalization predominates (16:2-4), although it remains 
unclear whether the subject of this internal focalization is the widow Judith, former wife of Manasseh 
and owner of a house in Bethulia, or Judith the Jewess, embodying all Israel, both the country and the 
people. Verse 5 represents a shift in the manner of focalization. “The Lord Almighty resisted him 
with feminine hands” could be spoken either by Judith herself or by an uninvolved onlooker. From 
verse 6 onwards, external focalization takes over: though Judith retains the role of narrator, the eyes 
through which the reader sees are no longer hers. The effect is to render the narrated events more 
dramatic, and the narration more objective in the perception of the reader. Had Judith portrayed 
herself as the almost otherworldly heroine in the first person, the effect would have been reverse: she 
would have struck the reader as conceited, perhaps even hubristic. Through the shift from internal to 
external focalization, however, she inspires both credibility and awe in her listeners/readers. 

 
Verse 4, surrounded by the two extremes of Judith as object of YHWH’s salvific actions 

(verse 2) on the one hand and performer of these actions on the other (verse 5-6), is also fraught with 
ambiguity: 

 
ei-pen evmprh,sein ta. o[ri,a mou 

 

kai. tou.j neani,skouj mou avnelei/n evn 

r`omfai.a| 

kai. ta. qhla,zonta, mou qh,sein ei,j 

e=dafoj 

kai. ta. nh,pia, mou dw,sein eivs 

 He [Assur] said to light my borders on 
fire, 
And to kill my young men with the 
sword, 
And my nursing women he put to the  
ground,  
And my little ones he gave up for 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
weakest members of the population (women, children, and young men) suffer the most in times of war, and 
that YHWH is especially concerned with their fate. The Hebrew for the poor/humble, yn[/ wn[, is translated in 
LXX Psalms with a variety of Greek terms. One of these is tapeinoi,, which also occurs in Jdt 16:11. As for the 
role Judith casts herself in as she utters the psalm, the roles of private person, king, and minister of the cult 
appear to be blended into one: Before her mission, Judith has been a private person, and she will return to her 
secluded private life towards the end of the book. However, temporarily, she performs the tasks of king 
(leadership in battle) and minister of the cult (offering sacrifices) as well. Still, the ambiguity characterizing 
Judith’s use of pronouns is not typical of other psalms: there, the differentiation between human supplicant or 
worshiper and divine addressee is usually quite clear, while in Judith’s psalm, precisely this differentiation 
disappears to some extent. 
150 The ‘hand’ (cei,r) – of God, of Judith, of Holofernes - is a recurring motif in the book of Judith. In Schmitz’ 
words: “Die Frage, wer durch wessen Hand wie handelt, wird zur Gottesdeutung; diese Frage wird narrativ in 
einem eigenen Handlungsmodell entfaltet” (Schmitz, Geschichte, 301). 
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pronomh,n 

kai. taj prqe,nouj mou skuleu/sai) 

 

plunder,  
And my virgins he despoiled. 
 

 
Throughout this verse, the referent of the first person pronouns is uncertain. Whose borders 

are being lit on fire, whose young men killed with the sword? Israel’s? Judith’s? Judith-as-Israel’s? 
YHWH’s? Judith-as-YHWH’s? Since Judith is the speaking subject of these words, grammatically, 
they must refer to her. However, to understand the verse in this way would mean to construe Judith 
as the ‘owner’ of the borders, young men, nursing women, little ones, and virgins mentioned here.151 
There are certainly instances in which Judith is identified or identifies herself with the people of 
Bethulia or even Israel as a whole. For example, upon seeing her, the Assyrian soldiers immediately 
jump to conclusions about Israelite women and men in general (Jdt 10:19). At other times, however, 
the text emphasizes the discrepancy between Judith on the one hand and the population of 
Israel/Bethulia on the other. The two cannot be conflated – both fulfill very different roles in the 
narrative, and react to the crisis of the Assyrian threat very differently. Put briefly, the people are the 
passive object of Judith’s active salvific actions.  

The ambivalence characterizing the various actors and ‘owners’ in the psalm is indicative of a 
multi-dimensional process of identification. Judith stands at the center of this process, one moment 
styling herself as object of YHWH’s redemption (verse 2), and the next, identifying her own actions 
as those of YHWH (verse 5-6). These two extremes frame a verse in which the ‘I’ of the psalm 
declares ownership of Israel (i.e., of its borders, young men, women, etc.). Both YHWH as God of 
Israel and Judith the Jewess are plausible references of this ‘I’. And perhaps a choice between the two 
is neither necessary nor intended.152 

                                                             
151 Rakel perceives no problem in this ambiguity: “Die Ambivalenz zwischen dem individuellen und dem 
kollektiven ‘Ich’ löst sich innerhalb des narrativen Kontexts von Judit 16 nicht auf. Sie ist Teil einer Struktur 
des gesamten Juditbuches, nach der die Juditfigur selber eine individuelle, handelnde Person ist, in die 
gleichzeitig Züge einer Kollektivfiguration eingetragen werden” (Rakel, Schönheit, 112). 
152  There is one hitch to Judith’s self-appointment as God’s spokesperson and even ‘plenipotentiary’: 
According to the narrator, God is not really involved in any of Judith’s dealings. As Day aptly remarks, “[i]n 
the midst of periodically professing great dependence upon her God, in actuality Judith acts quite 
independently from that God. […] God is, in essence, a nonentity in the events” (Day, ‘Faith,’ 91, 92). 
However, through the narrative technique of focalization, Judith’s point of view is vindicated rather than 
refuted. Not once is the truthfulness of her account questioned. Her psalm offers an intriguing variation on a 
familiar theme: precisely by switching from internal to external focalizer, all within one discursive act, Judith 
can depict her own actions as objective truth. She and the townspeople are correct in construing her actions as 
God’s – and if some divinity rubs off on her in the process, so much the better. After all, if Judith the Jewess 
has divine qualities, so does every member of the people she represents. Interestingly, the blurring of the lines 
between Judith and her God is not problematized within the book. Apparently Judith’s piety is sufficient to 
protect her from the charge of ‘iconoclasm’ (cf. Anne-Marie Korte, ‘Madonna’s Cricifixion and the Female 
Body in Feminist Theology,’ in Rosemarie Buikema & Iris Van der Tuin (eds), Doing Gender in Media, Art 
and Culture. Routledge, New York 2009, 117-133 for an analysis of women who do not fare equally well).  
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As so often, Achior, the Ammonite, in his capacity as ‘neutral’ external focalizer, exhibits the 
clearest (albeit intuitive) understanding of the symbiotic relationship between Judith, Israel, and 
YHWH. Jdt 14:7 reports: 

 
w`j de. avne,labon auvto,n( prose,pesen 

toi/j posi.n Ioudiq kai. preseku,hsen tw/| 

prosw,pw| auvth/j kai, e=ipen\ 

Euvloghme,nh su. evn panti. e;qnei( oi-

tinej avkou,santej to. o;noma, sou 

taracqh,sontai) 

 

 And when they had raised him up, he 
fell down before the feet of Judith and 
worshiped her (face), and said:  
“Blessed are you in all the tents of 
Judah and by all the nations, which are 
troubled when they hear your name.” 

 
 Achior not only worships Judith as though she herself was divine, but even ascribes terror-
inflicting potential to her name. In the rest of the LXX, only God himself or the Israelites in their 
capacity as his chosen people have a similarly powerful name. Dtr 2:25 – part of YHWH’s commands 
directed at Israel - offers an almost literal parallel: 
 

evn th/| h`me,ra| tau,th| evna,rcou dou/nai 

to.n tro,mon sou kai. to.n fo,bon sou 

evpi. pro,swpon pa,ntwn tw/n evqnw/n tw/n 

u`poka,tw tou/ ouvranou/( oi[tines 

avkousantej t,o o;noma, sou 

taracqh,sontai kai wvdi/naj e[xousin 

avpo. proswpou sou) 

 In those days, [you must] begin to put 
trembling and fear of you before all 
the peoples under the heavens, who 
will be troubled when they hear your 
name and be as in labor-pains when 
they see your face. 

 
 Here, the name that troubles the nations is that of Israel. In similar constructions in Ps 67:4, 
Is 51:15, and Is 64:1, it is God’s name or his face that inflict terror.153 Perhaps it is not too far-fetched 
to conclude that Achior views Judith as a personification of Israel as well as of YHWH. 

 
8.2.5 A Community of Believers 

After having focused on Judith herself for so long, it is high time to turn to the people – or 
‘community of believers’ she has set out to rescue. Suggestions abound concerning 2nd century 
Judean factions whose viewpoint might be mirrored in the book of Judith.154 However, I am very 

                                                             
153 Is 64:1, for example, reads: “Like wax melts before the fire and fire burns the opponents, so shall your name 
be manifest among the opponents; by your face the nations are troubled.” 
154 Moore, for example, concludes that especially the second part of the book of Judith is “clearly Maccabean in 
its spirit, in its religious practices and political institutions” (Moore, Judith, 55). Rakel, to the contrary, detects 
a critique of the Hasmonean combination of priestly and political power in Judith’s actions (Rakel, Schönheit, 
132). Similarly, LaCocque sees in Judith a Hasidim, a pietist, “displaying a great deal of skepticism about the 
institution’s capabilities in a time of crisis” (LaCoque, Unconventional, 45). Others have argued that the book 
reflects the ideals and practices of either Sadducees, Pharisees, Essenes, or Zealots (again, see Craven, Artistry; 
Eckhardt, ‘Reclaiming’ for an overview of positions on this issue). 
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‘community of believers’ she has set out to rescue. Suggestions abound concerning 2nd century 
Judean factions whose viewpoint might be mirrored in the book of Judith.154 However, I am very 

                                                             
153 Is 64:1, for example, reads: “Like wax melts before the fire and fire burns the opponents, so shall your name 
be manifest among the opponents; by your face the nations are troubled.” 
154 Moore, for example, concludes that especially the second part of the book of Judith is “clearly Maccabean in 
its spirit, in its religious practices and political institutions” (Moore, Judith, 55). Rakel, to the contrary, detects 
a critique of the Hasmonean combination of priestly and political power in Judith’s actions (Rakel, Schönheit, 
132). Similarly, LaCocque sees in Judith a Hasidim, a pietist, “displaying a great deal of skepticism about the 
institution’s capabilities in a time of crisis” (LaCoque, Unconventional, 45). Others have argued that the book 
reflects the ideals and practices of either Sadducees, Pharisees, Essenes, or Zealots (again, see Craven, Artistry; 
Eckhardt, ‘Reclaiming’ for an overview of positions on this issue). 
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reluctant to positively connect the book to any specific faction. The ambiguities characterizing the 
narrative forbid any definite identification of its author as champion of this or that group. Judith’s 
creative handling of traditional texts and rituals is accompanied by an equally creative approach to 
the structural and communal aspects of religion. 

My approach, therefore, departs from a socio-historical investigation, and instead, focuses on 
one image recurrently used to portray the community: the figure of Dinah. Admittedly, the social 
reality of the community (especially the inner workings of its hierarchy, etc.) fades into the 
background with this approach. However, another, equally important aspect comes to the fore, 
namely, the question how the borders of the community are defined. 

 
In her prayer, Judith construes the menace posed by the Assyrians as potential rape – not the 

rape of individual women (although this would certainly have taken place, had the Assyrians gained 
the upper hand), but rape as the metaphorical violation of the community’s boundaries.  

Appropriating the Genesis text as she does, Judith simultaneously minimizes and maximizes 
Dinah’s role. By leaving out her name and the detail that, perhaps tired of the constant company of 
twelve brothers, “she observed the daughters of the inhabitants of the land”, Judith strips Dinah of 
the individuality she possesses in the genotext. At the same time, she turns Dinah and her fate into a 
metaphor for the fate of Jerusalem by describing both with the same terms: miai,nw (defile) and 
bebhlo,w (desecrate, Jdt 9:2, 8). As Rakel observes: 

 
Die Vergewaltigung Dinas wird zu einer Metapher für die geplante Entweihung des Tempels. 
In diesem Bild wird nicht nur auf der bildgebenden Seite die Vergewaltigung Dinas als 
Entweihung ihres Körpers beschrieben, sondern ebenso umgekehrt auf der 
bildempfangenden Seite die Entweihung des Tempels als Vergewaltigung qualifiziert.155 

 
Judith finds herself in good company in portraying Jerusalem/Zion as a woman. Ps 86:5 calls 

Zion a mother; the terms ‘daughter [of] Zion’ and ‘daughter [of] Jerusalem’ are well-loved by the 
prophets,156 and Lamentations uses the image of a widow to illustrate the despair of the conquered 
city (e.g., Lam 1:1). Images of rape, too, abound in prophetic discourse. In the prophetic texts, the 
sexual assault is almost always preceded by licentiousness on the part of woman/city herself. Texts 
like Is 3:17, Jer 13:22 and 26, and Ezekiel 23 vividly portray the fate of (the women of) Jerusalem at 
the hands of the invaders – and metaphorically, at the hands of God himself.157 Ezekiel describes the 
conquest of the twin cities Samaria and Jerusalem as ‘defiling’ (miai,nw).158 On the level of vocabulary, 
texts such as these offer a close parallel for Judith’s prayer. Judith is adamant that if God does not act, 
the entire community will share Dinah’s fate. This fate is depicted with language that leaves nothing 
to the imagination. While the genotext in Genesis 34:2 concisely describes Shechem’s actions towards 

                                                             
155 Rakel, Schönheit, 195. 
156 E.g., Mic 1:13; 4:8, 10, 13; Zech 2:10; 9:9, Is 1:8; 37:22; 52:2; 62:11; Jer 4:31; 6:2. 
157 In Ezekiel 23, for example, the link between sin and punishment is obvious: this text, with its extremely 
graphic descriptions of the licentious acts of Oholah (Samaria) and Oholibah (Jerusalem), states with so many 
words that the punishment of the cities, described as rape or at least sexual exposure, is the logical 
consequence of their wantonness. See Scholz, Rape, 182-195 for a critical reading of these passages and the 
dubious role played by YHWH as rapist or at least complacent onlooker. 
158 Ez 23:7, 13, 17, 30, 38. See also Hos 5:3, 6:11. 
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Dinah as labw.n auvth.n evkoimh,qh met v auvth/j kai. evtapei,nwsen auvth,n (‘he took her and slept with her 
and humiliated her’), Jdt 9:2 – like the prophetic texts - is much more (porno)graphic in its 
description:  

 
e;lusan mh,tran parqe,nou eivj mi,asma 

kai. evgu,mnwsan mhro.n eivj ai,scu,nhn 

kai. evbebh,lwsan mh,tran eivj o;neidoj 

 They violated the womb of the virgin, 
resulting in defilement, and stripped 
naked the thigh resulting in shame, 
and desecrated the womb, making it 
an object of disgrace. 

 
 Yet despite the parallel in terms of vocabulary, the context in the Book of Judith differs 

considerably from the prophetic portrayal. The latter view the rape of Jerusalem as the logical 
consequence of her lewd acts: she had lusted after the Babylonians, and now the Babylonians are 
treating her like the prostitute she is (Ez 23:17). Judith, on the other hand, portrays Jerusalem as a 
virgin and the seat of the glory of YHWH, who is as undeserving of rape as Dinah was (Jdt 9:2, 8). She 
makes it very clear that to her, the Assyrian threat against Jerusalem is no logical consequence of the 
sin of her contemporaries, but as despicable as the rape of an innocent virgin.159 

 
In her private prayer, Judith construes the Assyrian threat primarily as an attack upon 

YHWH and his sanctuary (Jdt 9:8). In the psalm concluding her mission, her focus shifts toward 
various elements of the population who would stand to suffer from an invasion, especially those who 
are most vulnerable (nursing women, children, and virgins). However, perhaps the two construals are 
not as different as may appear at first sight. Although in her prayer, Judith seems to emphasize the 
potential damage done to the holiness of the temple, she does so by metaphorizing the attack as rape. 
The temple itself is thereby feminized and ‘embodied’, preventing a purely spiritualized construal of 
the Assyrian threat. Conversely, in the concluding psalm, the individual human beings – young men, 
nursing women, children, virgins – who are threatened by the Assyrians (16:4) no longer function as 
human beings per se. Through the addition of the possessive pronoun mou, which may pertain to 
Judith, the Israelite community, or YHWH himself, they gain an almost symbolic quality. They have, 
in fact, come in the place of the temple as the object of contention between YHWH and the 
Assyrians. Thus, while Jerusalem and the temple gain a corporeal quality through the language of 
rape, the individuals mentioned in Judith’s psalm are ‘spiritualized’ as YHWH’s possession – and 
perhaps no less the vessel of his holiness than the temple. 

 

 

                                                             
159 And yet, metaphor theory insists that metaphoric language is no one-way-street. To portray Jerusalem and 
especially the temple as potential rape victims is to grant them a corporeality that cannot be pictured apart 
from the graphic reality of a violated woman’s body described in 9:2. The pornographic language employed 
there rubs off on the image of the temple. The “tabernacle where the name of your glory rests” is robbed, to 
some extent, of its exclusively spiritual connotations. And intentionally or not, by employing language similar 
to the prophetic oracles where rape is always coupled with sin, Judith’s prayer conjures up images of woman-
as-harlot that the book as a whole seems to deconstruct. 
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8.3 Ethnic Identity in the Book of Judith 

Among other things, the analysis of religious identity in the book of Judith has shown that 
this identity is characterized by a strict separation between in-group and out-group: God’s faithful 
followers can count on his help, while everyone else must beware of his wrath. The same us-versus-
them schema marks the ethnic identity advanced in the narrative. Indeed, the close correlation and 
often overlap between religious and ethnic identity makes a separate analysis of the two concepts 
difficult and sometimes strained. Nevertheless, the strong presence of ethnic language in the book of 
Judith – a feature it shares with, e.g., 1 Maccabees160 – suggests that it is worthwhile nonetheless to 
focus on ethnicity as a distinct element of Israelite identity. Again, I use the matrix developed by 
Hutchinson and Smith – with appropriate modifications - to guide my analysis. The 
conversion/’naturalization’ of Achior serves as a test case for the conclusions gleaned from this 
analysis. 

 
8.3.1 A common proper name 

The book of Judith consistently uses one term to refer to the ‘in-group’ of the narrative: 
Israhl. The name occurs an astonishing 50 times, suggesting that the identity of this group is one of 
the author’s main interests.161 In most cases, it is accompanied by another term that further qualifies 
the group it refers to: in 20 verses, this is ui`oi. (‘sons’ or ‘children’ of Israel), in six verses, oi;koj 
(‘house of Israel’), and in two verses, ge,noj (‘people of Israel’). All of these terms suggest an 
understanding of the group as extended family, related by blood. 

 
Besides the presence of vocabulary related to the image of a family, it seems significant that 

the author chose to allude to the in-group of the narrative as ‘Israel’ instead of  vIoudai/oi. In no 
historical scenario possibly alluded to in the book of Judith – neither during the siege of Jerusalem by 
Sennacherib in 701 BCE, nor at the time of the attacks by the ‘real’ Nebuchadnezzar in 597 and 587 
BCE, nor during the Maccabean Wars – would the region or the group in question have been called 
Israel. During all of these periods, the name used by outsiders would have been Judah/Judeans.162 
‘Israel’ as a political entity not only denoted a different region, but had ceased to exist as such 

                                                             
160 See, e.g., Eckhardt, ‘Reclaiming,’ 256-260. Eckhardt points out that while 1 Maccabees and the book of 
Judith employ a comparably large number of ethnic terms, they differ in their precise use of these terms, 
resulting in different conceptualizations of strangers and their options to join the ethnie of Israel. 
161 As pointed out by, e.g., Eckhardt, this characteristic is shared with 1 Maccabees (which mentions Israel 63 
times), but not with other approximately contemporaneous works (e.g., Ben Sira, Tobit, or Daniel, see 
Eckhardt, ‘Reclaiming,’ 257). 
162 The annals of the respective invaders confirm this statement: in the Assyrian royal annals, Sennacherib 
describes his attack on ‘Ha-za-qi-a-ú Ia-ú-da-a-a’, and Nebuchadnezzar, according to the Babylonian 
Chronicles, conquered “the city of Juda” and deported the “king of Judah”. See Paul S. Evans, The Invasion of 
Sennacherib in the Book of Kings. A Source-Critical and Rhetorical Study of 2 Kings 18-19 (VT Supp 125), Brill, 
Leiden 2009; Eckhart Frahm, Einleitung in die Sanherib-Inschriften (AfO Beiheft 25), F. Berger, Horn 1997; 
Bob Becking, ‘Sennacherib and Jerusalem: New Perspectives,’ Journal for Semitics 16 (2007): 267-288. 
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approximately five centuries before the book of Judith was penned,163 with the collapse of the 
kingdom of Israel in 720 BCE.164 

 
Surprisingly, the author of Judith does not use  vIoudai/oi once, even at times when the literary 

context seems to call for it.165 He seems to be thoroughly uninterested in, or deliberately stay out of, a 
debate about the meaning of  vIoudai/oj – a meaning that may have begun to show some fluidity at this 
time.166 On the other hand, ‘Israel’ remained in use as ethnic-religious self-designation for the 
group(s) that conceived of themselves as descendants and heirs of Jacob/Israel and as chosen people 
of YHWH, despite the loss of a concrete political or geographical point of reference.167 

The apparent evasion of the term ‘Judean’ along with the overwhelming presence of ‘Israel’ 
in the book of Judith points to a construal of the in-group as idealized rather than existing 
community. Put differently: the group in question is not congruent with the inhabitants of the 
Hasmonean kingdom of Judea, nor with any other geo-political entity at any given period in time. 
Rather, it is a construct of the mind, an “imagined community”168 in the true sense of the word. The 
rest of my analysis enquires into some aspects of this ‘figment of the imagination’. 

                                                             
163 I.e., in all likelihood towards the end of the 2nd century BCE. See, e.g., Moore, Judith, 67; Eckhardt, 
‘Reclaiming’. 
164 Conventionally, the fall of Samaria and the subsequent annexation of the region as an Assyrian province are 
dated to 722 BCE. However, on the basis of biblical as well as Assyrian and Babylonian sources, Becking argues 
that there were in fact two conquests: one by Shalmaneser V in 723 BCE, which was not followed by any 
rigorous administrative consequences, and a second one by Sargon II in 720, which ended in the annexation of 
‘Samerina’, the deportation of the native population and the repopulation of the area. See Bob Becking, The 
Fall of Samaria. An Historical and Archeological Study (Studies in the History of the Ancient Near East II), 
Brill, Leiden 1992, 55-56. 
165 Jdt 1:12, for example, reports that Nabuchodonosor has sworn to “kill with the sword” a range of peoples, 
among which tou.j ui`ou.j Ammon kai. pa/san th.n Ioudai,an kai. pa,ntaj tou.j evn Aivgu,ptw|. The entities enclosing Ioudai,an 
are both referred to as groups of human beings – ‘the sons of Ammon and all those [who live] in Egypt’. In the 
case of Judea, however, only the region is indicated – ‘all Judea’ – not its inhabitants. Instead, throughout the 
entire book of Judith, the inhabitants of the geographic region Judea are referred to as ‘sons of Israel’, ‘house of 
Israel’, or simply ‘Israel’. Even Holofernes and his allies refer to the people they are attacking as ‘(children of) 
Israel’ rather than ‘Judeans’ (e.g., Jdt 5:23; 6:2). 1 Maccabees, by comparison, features 37 occurrences of the 
term, and 2 Maccabees an astonishing 59.  
166 Cf. section 2.2. 
167 Ezra regularly employs the term in this capacity (e.g. Ezra 2:2, 70; 3:1; 4:3; 6:16) as do Nehemiah (Neh 2:12; 
7:7, 73; 8:1, 17) and 1 and 2 Maccabee (e.g., 1 Macc 1:11, 25, 30, 43; 2:42; 3:15, 35; 13:51; 2 Macc 1:25-26; 10:38; 
11:6; 3 Macc 7:16). 
168 The term “imagined communities” to describe nation states was coined by Benedict Anderson in Benedict 
R. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Verso, London, 
New York 1983. Nations, Anderson posits, are “imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will 
never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the 
image of their communion” (Anderson, Imagined Communities, 6, author’s italics). Naturally, the ‘house of 
Israel’ in the book of Judith does not match Anderson’s construal of a nation - according to Anderson, nations 
and nationalism as such are modern phenomena. It does, however, show some correspondences with the 
religious communities which, according to Anderson, preceded the nations states in time and were no less 

 
 

 218 

approximately five centuries before the book of Judith was penned,163 with the collapse of the 
kingdom of Israel in 720 BCE.164 

 
Surprisingly, the author of Judith does not use  vIoudai/oi once, even at times when the literary 

context seems to call for it.165 He seems to be thoroughly uninterested in, or deliberately stay out of, a 
debate about the meaning of  vIoudai/oj – a meaning that may have begun to show some fluidity at this 
time.166 On the other hand, ‘Israel’ remained in use as ethnic-religious self-designation for the 
group(s) that conceived of themselves as descendants and heirs of Jacob/Israel and as chosen people 
of YHWH, despite the loss of a concrete political or geographical point of reference.167 

The apparent evasion of the term ‘Judean’ along with the overwhelming presence of ‘Israel’ 
in the book of Judith points to a construal of the in-group as idealized rather than existing 
community. Put differently: the group in question is not congruent with the inhabitants of the 
Hasmonean kingdom of Judea, nor with any other geo-political entity at any given period in time. 
Rather, it is a construct of the mind, an “imagined community”168 in the true sense of the word. The 
rest of my analysis enquires into some aspects of this ‘figment of the imagination’. 

                                                             
163 I.e., in all likelihood towards the end of the 2nd century BCE. See, e.g., Moore, Judith, 67; Eckhardt, 
‘Reclaiming’. 
164 Conventionally, the fall of Samaria and the subsequent annexation of the region as an Assyrian province are 
dated to 722 BCE. However, on the basis of biblical as well as Assyrian and Babylonian sources, Becking argues 
that there were in fact two conquests: one by Shalmaneser V in 723 BCE, which was not followed by any 
rigorous administrative consequences, and a second one by Sargon II in 720, which ended in the annexation of 
‘Samerina’, the deportation of the native population and the repopulation of the area. See Bob Becking, The 
Fall of Samaria. An Historical and Archeological Study (Studies in the History of the Ancient Near East II), 
Brill, Leiden 1992, 55-56. 
165 Jdt 1:12, for example, reports that Nabuchodonosor has sworn to “kill with the sword” a range of peoples, 
among which tou.j ui`ou.j Ammon kai. pa/san th.n Ioudai,an kai. pa,ntaj tou.j evn Aivgu,ptw|. The entities enclosing Ioudai,an 
are both referred to as groups of human beings – ‘the sons of Ammon and all those [who live] in Egypt’. In the 
case of Judea, however, only the region is indicated – ‘all Judea’ – not its inhabitants. Instead, throughout the 
entire book of Judith, the inhabitants of the geographic region Judea are referred to as ‘sons of Israel’, ‘house of 
Israel’, or simply ‘Israel’. Even Holofernes and his allies refer to the people they are attacking as ‘(children of) 
Israel’ rather than ‘Judeans’ (e.g., Jdt 5:23; 6:2). 1 Maccabees, by comparison, features 37 occurrences of the 
term, and 2 Maccabees an astonishing 59.  
166 Cf. section 2.2. 
167 Ezra regularly employs the term in this capacity (e.g. Ezra 2:2, 70; 3:1; 4:3; 6:16) as do Nehemiah (Neh 2:12; 
7:7, 73; 8:1, 17) and 1 and 2 Maccabee (e.g., 1 Macc 1:11, 25, 30, 43; 2:42; 3:15, 35; 13:51; 2 Macc 1:25-26; 10:38; 
11:6; 3 Macc 7:16). 
168 The term “imagined communities” to describe nation states was coined by Benedict Anderson in Benedict 
R. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Verso, London, 
New York 1983. Nations, Anderson posits, are “imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will 
never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the 
image of their communion” (Anderson, Imagined Communities, 6, author’s italics). Naturally, the ‘house of 
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8.3.2 Myths of Common Ancestry 

The terms used to refer to Israel (ui`oi, oi;koj, ge,noj) all suggest an understanding of the group 
as related by blood, as descendants of one common forefather. The figure of Judith enhances this 
construal, both through her elaborate genealogy and through her own narrative construal of Israel’s 
past. In addition, Achior the Ammonite contributes a ‘genealogy’ for Israel that reaches even beyond 
the eponymous father of the nation. 

 
8.3.2.1 Judith, Daughter of Israel 
By means of her genealogy, Judith the Jewess is connected to Israel, the alleged biological 

father of the nation. However, the link between the two eponymous figures is neither straightforward 
nor unilinear, suggesting a multifaceted notion of identity for the group that carries their names.169 
According to Jdt 8:1, Judith is 

 
the daughter of Merari, the son of Uz, the son of Joseph, the son of Oziel, the son of Elkia, the 
son of Ananion, the son of Gideon, the son of Raphain, the son of Achitob, the son of Elihu, 
the son of Chelkiu, the son of Eliab, the son of Nathanael, the son of Salamiel, the son of 
Sarasadai, [the son of Simeon,] the son of Israel.170  
 
Even without the shaky assumption that the list is based on some numerical symmetry or 

symbolism,171 it appears to be the product of literary fabrication rather than an attempt at historical 
accuracy. Although most names are either the Greek renderings of “common enough Hebrew 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
imagined than the latter (Anderson, Imagined Communities, 12). Besides, it is questionable whether the 
insistence on nationalism as a purely modern phenomenon can be maintained (see, e.g., Smith, Myths for a 
divergent point of view).  
169 Judith’s genealogy is remarkable in more than one way. Many scholars have pointed out that “Judith has 
the longest genealogy attached to her name of any woman in the Hebrew Bible” (Craven, Artistry, 85). See 
also, e.g, Moore, Judith, 187; Van Henten, ‘Female Moses,’ 247. In addition, Judith’s husband is defined via 
her (“Manasseh, from her tribe and her lineage”, 8:2), over against the more common tendency to define a 
woman via her husband or father. 
170 The text above is based on the edition by Rahlfs. However, the spelling of most names varies in different 
manuscripts. The most interesting variation consists in the addition (or preservation, cf. Moore, Judith, 179) of 
ui[ou Sumeon after Sarasadai in some Greek manuscripts, as well as in the Syriaca and the Vulgate. In view of the 
important role Simeon plays in Judith’s self-construal, it seems logical to expect his name in her genealogy. 
However, precisely this reasoning may have led to the addition of his name to a list from which he was initially 
missing.  
171 According to Craven, the list results in a family for Judith that is “seven times seven generations removed 
from Jacob” (Craven, Artistry, 84). Van Henten, on the other hand, suggests: “There are twelve names in the 
list, which is another indication of its fictitious character” (Van Henten, ‘Female Moses,’ 34). Henten seems to 
have noticed his miscalculation himself: in a revised version of the article, he no longer mentions twelve 
names, see Van Henten, ‘Alternative’. However, both van Henten’s and Craven’s reckonings appear to be off 
by a couple of generations: the genealogy lists 16, not fourteen, or even just twelve, forebears for Judith (cf. 
Moore, Judith, 179). 
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name[s]”172 or names known from other genealogies in the Hebrew Bible, their combination results 
in a list that strains the credulity of even the most gullible reader. 

The brevity of the genealogy poses one problem, but not the most challenging one. As Wilson 
has shown, the omission of names from genealogies is very common: through the practice of 
‘telescoping’, only those names that are deemed important are retained, while less important ones 
(most commonly towards the middle of the genealogy) are dropped in the course of time.173 But in 
the case of Judith, it is not so much the missing names that trouble the reader, but rather the ones that 
are included. The genealogy concluding the book of Ruth is incomplete but in congruence with the 
sequence of names in other biblical genealogies.174 In contrast, the genealogy in Jdt 8:1 seems to 
delight in pillaging bits and pieces from different texts and reassembling them in an entirely new 
sequence, much like the introduction to the book does with historical and geographical details.175   

Judith’s most distant forefathers – Israel, [Simeon], Salamiel, and Sarasadai – are the only 
ones who appear in other biblical genealogies in that sequence (Num 1:6; 2:12). Their presence in 
Judith’s genealogy firmly links her to Israel’s eponymous ancestor and to the tribe of Simeon (even 
though the latter is missing in most textual versions). The rest of the list, however, is much more 
ambiguous, merging allusions to a number of tribes (Levi, Dan, Zebulon, Ruben, Judah, Manasseh, 
and Joseph), offices (priesthood, office of judge, and kingship), and historical eras (patriarchal period, 
Exodus, and return from Exile) into one.176 The result is somewhat of an exegetical riddle. For Moore, 

                                                             
172 Moore, Judith, 179. 
173 Wilson, Genealogy, 33. 
174 It is difficult if not impossible to say with any certainty whether the book of Ruth is based on these other 
genealogies (especially 1 Chr 2:10-15), or precedes them. However, even if the latter is the case, Judith’s 
genealogy seems to be of a different kind than David’s in Ruth 4:18-22. The genealogy in the book of Ruth, 
though fragmentary, conveys the impression of orderly succession from father to son, always within one tribe. 
The one in Judith, on the other hand, presents a hodgepodge of tribes, professions, and historical periods 
without even a semblance of order. 
175 Cf. Steinmann, Judith, 73: “En somme pour sa généalogie factice, l’auteur procède comme il fait pour 
l’histoire et la géographie.” 
176 According to Num 1:8, 2:5, 7:18, 25, and 10:15, Nathanael, the alleged son of the Simeonite Salamiel, 
belongs to the tribe of Issachar. However, other texts (1 Chr 15:24, 24:6, 26:4, 2 Chr 35:9, Ez 10:22, and Neh 
12:21), connect him with the tribe of Levi, and, consequently, with the office of priesthood. Eliab is a relatively 
common name, and connected with at least four tribes: Dan (Ex 31:6; 35:34), Zebulon (Num 1:9, 2:7), Ruben 
(Deut 11:6), and Judah (1 Chr 27:18). Chelkiu, according to 2 Kgs 22:8 and 2 Chr 34:15, is the high priest who 
has discovered the Book of the Covenant in the Temple, prompting the cultic reformations under King Josiah. 
Elihu can refer both to the priest Elihu (1 Sam 1:1), or the prophet Elijah (1 Kgs 17:2). Achitob, again, is 
connected to priesthood according to, e.g., 1 Sam 22:9 and Ezra 7:2. Raphain is perhaps the most startling 
name in the list, referring not to an Israelite, but to a group occupying a territory between Jerusalem and the 
sea (Josh 15:8). Gideon, a judge from the tribe of Manasseh, (Jdg 6:15), appears in Judges 6-8, but nowhere else 
in the bible. Anania occurs in a variety of contexts: as a prophet and musician of the Temple (1 Chr 25:4), as 
one of the men carrying out the repairs of the wall of Jerusalem (e.g., Neh 3:8), as an opponent of Jeremiah (Jer 
35:1, 10-15), and finally as one of Daniel’s fellow captives at the Babylonian royal court. Elkia is known as 
ancestor of Ezra (Ezra 7:1) repairman of the wall (Neh 8:4), and priest (Neh 12:21). Oziel is an uncle of Moses 
and Aaron (Ex 6:18-20) and a Temple musician (Neh 12:36). Joseph hardly requires an explanation. Uz, 
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Judith’s unorthodox genealogy simply “confirmed for him [the ancient reader] the Jewish lineage of 
Judith by tracing her ancestry all the way back to Simeon and Jacob.”177 However, this motive does 
not explain the startling variety of Judith’s forebears. Steinmann accounts for this phenomenon by 
suggesting that the main purpose of the genealogy was to “mock the aristocrats of the time”, who, in 
the absence of authentic lineage, were wont to construct impressive (though forged) genealogies for 
themselves.178 Judith’s genealogy certainly seems to taunt the ideal of a pure lineage that can be traced 
back all the way to the eponymous ancestor of the nation. Mockery, however, may be too negative a 
word for the purpose of the complex list of Judith’s forebears. On a more positive note, Van Henten 
suggests: “Somehow the author presents Judith in this genealogy as the ideal Israelite woman who 
represents more than one tribe.”179 And more concretely, Levine claims that “as the connection to 
Israel (that is, Jacob) signals Judith’s talents for deception and for crossing boundaries, so names like 
Gideon, Elijah, Nathanael, Joseph and Merari portend her abilities to function in such roles as judge, 
prophet, ambassador and priest.”180 Mixed ancestry was very likely the historical reality for an 
overwhelming majority of Israelites at the time when the book of Judith was written. Rather than 
pretend that a unilinear connection between Jacob/Israel and his heroine was even possible, the 
author may have made a virtue of necessity. Judith transcends the conventional division of Israel into 
subgroups, combining offices and characteristics associated with different tribes in one individual. In 
that sense, her genealogy indeed emphasizes the common ancestry of all Israelites – no matter how 
tangled one’s family tree may be, it always leads back to the root: Jacob/Israel. The intermediate links 
may legitimately be treated as inspirational fiction rather than rigid historical facts. They are ‘myths’, 
in the most positive sense of the word, meant to interpret and address the present in the light of the 
(alleged) past. 

Indeed, this is exactly what Judith does with her alleged forefather Simeon. I have discussed 
at length how Judith fashions her own behavior after her construal of Simeon’s revenge against the 
Shechemites in Jdt 9:2-14 (sections 8.2.2.3 and 8.2.3.2). One observation acquires additional 
significance in the context of ethnic identity: Judith explicitly refers to Simeon as ‘my father’, path,r 
mou (9:2), claiming a genetic rather than just a narrative link between him and herself. For her, then, 
“genealogical ancestry” and “ideological descent”181 merge to yield a comprehensive sense of ethnic 
provenance – and, by implication, a “blueprint for the future.”182 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
according to Gen 22:21, is a son of Abraham’s brother Nahor. Last but not least, Merari is a son of Levi, father 
of Moses, and uncle of Oziel (e.g., Gen 46:11). 
177 Moore, Judith, 188. 
178 Steinmann, Judith, 74: “On peut même se demander si l’auteur inspiré ne se moque pas ouvertement des 
aristocrats de son temps qui se forgaient des généalogies quand elles leur manquaient.” 
179 Van Henten, ‘Female Moses’. 
180 Levine, ‘Sacrifice and Salvation,’ 214-215. 
181 Smith, Myths, 57: “Broadly speaking, it is possible and useful to distinguish myths that cite genealogical 
ancestry from those which trace a more ideological descent, between ‘biological’ and ‘cultural-ideological’ 
myths.” 
182 Smith, Myths, 61. According to Smith, ethnic myths – whether biological or ideological – serve not only to 
provide the ethnic group with a shared sense of the past, but also with directions for present and future courses 
of action. 
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8.3.2.2 “That People is Descended From the Chaldeans” 
Interestingly, Judith is not the only figure allowed a voice in the construal of the genealogical 

pedigree of the Israelites.  
 
Tell me, sons of Canaan, what kind of people lives in the hill country, and what those living 
in the cities are like, and what the measure of their military force is, and what their power 
and their strength lies in, and whom the king has appointed as leader of their troops, and 
why they, of all those living in the West, have failed to come to meet me! 
 
With these words, Holofernes tries to obtain information about this unusually stubborn 

branch of people that refuses to acknowledge his authority over the region (Jdt 5:3-4). His intended 
informants consist of the leaders of the peoples he has just subdued – many of them longstanding 
enemies of the Israelites - and one of them, Achior the Ammonite, readily volunteers an account of 
their ethnic and religious pedigree. His version of Israel’s genetic provenance differs slightly from 
Judith’s genealogy, although the two accounts are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Judith’s 
genealogy leads back to the eponymous ancestor of her people, Jacob/Israel. Achior’s account, on the 
other hand, starts several generations before Jacob, at a time when the forefathers of the latter were 
still dwelling in Mesopotamia: o` lao.j ou-to,j eivsin avpo,gonoi Caldai,wn, “that people is descended 
from the Chaldeans” (Jdt 5:6), Achior claims, and goes on to explain that “they sojourned in 
Mesopotamia, because they did not want to follow the gods of their fathers, which were in the land of 
the Chaldeans” (5:7).183  

As Roitman points out, it is rather unique for a biblical account about the origin of the people 
of Israel to start with a statement about their ethnic origin, or what Smith would call their 
“genealogical ancestry”. 184  Instead, most historical reviews in the bible “stress their religious 
beginnings (namely, their election by God and his salvific action in Egypt)”185 – i.e., their “ideological 
descent.” Indeed, the tradition of Abraham’s descent from Mesopotamia is well attested in the 
biblical sources, but the connection is usually geographic rather than genealogical – Jacob/Israel, not 
Terah, is the root of Israel’s genealogy. Roitman explains the deviation from this standard in Achior’s 
speech by reading the latter as rooted in “a non-Jewish literary tradition – more specifically, in the 

                                                             
183 Incidentally, according to Roitman, this construal of the Israelites as descendants of the Chaldeans “is not 
strictly correct in light of biblical ethnography”, since “[a]ccording to the Bible’s genealogy, Abraham was the 
descendant of Shem (Gen 11:10-27), whereas the Chaldeans, although also considered descendants of Shem, 
were seen as the offspring of Cḥesed (dXk) son of Nahor, Abraham’s brother (Gen 22:22)” (Roitman, 
‘Chaldeans,’ 246). Roitman’s objection is based on the Hebrew text, where the people - ~ydXk - and the person 
- dXk - indeed share the same consonants, and the identification of the Chaldeans as offspring of Cḥesed seems 
no more than logical. If, however, as I assume, the book of Judith must be situated within a Greek intertextual 
field, the identification is less obvious: In the LXX, the Hebrew ~ydXk are translated as Caldai,wn, and the direct 
link with Cḥesed disappears. To cut a long story short, based on the Greek text, Achior’s assertion that the 
Israelites have descended from the Chaldeans is not as divergent from the biblical text as Roitman would have 
it. 
184 Smith, Myths, 57. 
185 Roitman, ‘Chaldeans,’ 247, author’s italics. 
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183 Incidentally, according to Roitman, this construal of the Israelites as descendants of the Chaldeans “is not 
strictly correct in light of biblical ethnography”, since “[a]ccording to the Bible’s genealogy, Abraham was the 
descendant of Shem (Gen 11:10-27), whereas the Chaldeans, although also considered descendants of Shem, 
were seen as the offspring of Cḥesed (dXk) son of Nahor, Abraham’s brother (Gen 22:22)” (Roitman, 
‘Chaldeans,’ 246). Roitman’s objection is based on the Hebrew text, where the people - ~ydXk - and the person 
- dXk - indeed share the same consonants, and the identification of the Chaldeans as offspring of Cḥesed seems 
no more than logical. If, however, as I assume, the book of Judith must be situated within a Greek intertextual 
field, the identification is less obvious: In the LXX, the Hebrew ~ydXk are translated as Caldai,wn, and the direct 
link with Cḥesed disappears. To cut a long story short, based on the Greek text, Achior’s assertion that the 
Israelites have descended from the Chaldeans is not as divergent from the biblical text as Roitman would have 
it. 
184 Smith, Myths, 57. 
185 Roitman, ‘Chaldeans,’ 247, author’s italics. 
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ethnographic genre prevailing in Hellenistic historiography.”186 It would lead too far here to reiterate 
Roitman’s entire line of argument. His conclusion, however, is interesting: he asserts that Achior’s 
emphasis on Israel’s Chaldean background must be read as a reaction to other, hostile accounts 
which situated Israel’s origins in Egypt.187 Indeed, Holofernes calls the Israelites “that race from 
Egypt” (o` ge,noj tw/n evx Aivguptou, 6:5). Roitman suggests that one strategy to counter such ‘anti-
Semitic’ accounts was to elaborate the Abraham narratives and emphasize the Chaldean origin of the 
Israelites.188 A Chaldean pedigree would not only have secured a “pure” racial origin (in contrast 
with the mixed descent suggested by other accounts), but the reputation of wisdom as well. Last but 
not least, it would have been entirely in keeping with biblical tradition, which locates Abraham’s 
origin in “Ur of the Chaldeans” (Gen 11:31). However, immediately after positing a Chaldean 
descent for the ancestors of Israel, Achior hurries to introduce a fissure in the lineage – not 
necessarily in the bloodline per se, but in the ideological and religious background implied in that 
bloodline: “And they went out, away from the path of their ancestors, and worshiped the God of 
Heaven, the God they had come to know” (Jdt 5:8).189 In other words, even though Israel’s cradle 
may have stood in the land of the Chaldeans, its religious upbringing has taken place elsewhere. And 
in the old debate about the primacy of nature or nurture, Achior seems to favor nurture: he spends 
the rest of his speech (vv. 8-19) detailing the fortunes of the Israelites after their departure from 
Chaldea – their dwelling as strangers in Canaan, their stay in Egypt and subsequent return to and 
conquest of Canaan, and finally their Exile and return. The underlying theme throughout the entire 
account is Israel’s relationship with the God who has called them out of Chaldea and continues to 
guide them up to this day. 

In sum, Achior’s account of Israel’s origin may well be read as an attempt to counter the 
alternative allegation of mixed, Egyptian descent in vogue at the time. However, it does not end there. 

                                                             
186 Roitman, ‘Chaldeans,’ 247. Roitman argues that the “contact of the Greek conquerors with the Oriental 
nations during and after Alexander’s campaign […] aroused a renewed interest in ethnography” (p. 249). True 
to the tradition of Herodotus, Greek historiographers would insert ethnographic sections into their accounts 
of the histories of the foreign peoples.  
187 Roitman, ‘Chaldeans’. According to these accounts, the Israelites were expelled from their home country – 
Egypt – sometimes as scapegoats blamed for the outbreak of a plague, sometimes simply because they were 
detested by the gods. Roitman quotes, e.g., Diodorus of Sicily, who claims that “the ancestors of the Jews had 
been driven out of Egypt as men who were impious and detested by the Gods” (Bibliotheca Historica 34-35, 
1:4; Roitman p. 250). Tacitus, also quoted by Roitman, volunteers a number of theories on the origin of the 
Jewish people, concluding that “[m]ost authors agree that once during a plague in Egypt, which caused bodily 
disfigurement, King Bocchoris approached the oracle of Ammon and asked for a remedy, whereupon he was 
told to purge his kingdom and to transport this race into other lands, since it was hateful to the gods. So the 
crowd was searched out and gathered together…” (Tacitus, Historiae 5.3:1; Roitman p. 253). 
188 At the time when the book of Judith was written, Roitman argues, the meaning of ‘Chaldean’ was 
transferred “from its narrow denotation as the name of a nation … to a more general class: all the persons who 
had studied or practiced the Chaldean sciences (namely, astrology, astronomy, divination, and so on)”, and he 
wonders, “[c]ould this broadening of the significance of the name have provided the grounds for identifying 
the Jews with the Chaldeans?” (Roitman, ‘Chaldeans,’ 256). 
189 In the account of these events in Genesis, on the other hand, there is no mention of this ideological fissure: 
there, the reasons moving Terah to leave his Chaldean homeland are not given (Gen 11:31), neither is 
Abraham portrayed as a religious revolutionary (Gen 12:1). 
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What makes Israel Israel, is not their Chaldean ancestry, but precisely their choice to depart from 
these ancestors and their gods and seek a new land under the guidance of a new God. Significantly, 
Judith and other Israelites regularly refer to their God as the ‘God of our fathers’ (Jdt 7:28; 9:2, 12; 
10:8), indicating that there are two lines running from their previously (but no longer) Chaldean 
ancestors to their own generation: one made of blood (i.e., biological ancestry), the other of faith (i.e., 
ideological descent). And it is clear throughout the entire narrative that the latter runs as least as thick 
as the former, if not thicker. 

 
8.3.3 Shared Historical Memories 

My analyses of hints of ‘shared historical memories’ in the books of Ruth and Esther were 
based on a rather general notion of this concept. For the detailed accounts of Israel’s history in Judith, 
however, a more  specified conception of this aspect of ethnic identity is called for. Smith assigns two 
central functions to the ‘shared historical memories’ of an ethnic group: to explain its provenance, 
and to guide future action.190 He differentiates between different components of ethnic myths, which 
all contribute distinct aspects to the self-understanding of the group: 1) a “myth of temporal origins”; 
2) a “myth of location and migration”; 3) a “myth of ancestry”; 4) a “myth of the heroic (or golden) 
age”; 5) a “myth of decline”; and 6) a “myth of regeneration.”191 While 1-5 all address the issue of 
provenance (‘When were we begotten, where, and by whom?’ ‘How did we reach the state we are in 
now?’), 6 is of a different order: “[H]ere we move from the sphere of explanatory myth to that of 
prescriptive ideology: from an idealized, epic history to an account of ‘required actions’, or rationale 
of collective mobilization.”192 All six typical components of ethnic myths can be observed in the book 
of Judith, particularly in Judith’s and Achior’s speeches.193 To remember one’s roots – and to act on 
those memories - is a forceful appeal, to the reader of the book as much as to the elders, whom Judith 
explicitly invites to ‘mnh,sqhte’, ‘remember’ (Jdt 8:26). 

Even before Judith can ask the elders to recall the trials of their forefathers, the reader is 
treated to a history of Israel in a nutshell: Achior’s speech in 5:5-19 is the first and most 
comprehensive instance of historical reminiscence in the book of Judith. In just a few verses, Achior 
outlines the journeys of the Israelites from Mesopotamia to Canaan, then to Egypt and back to 
Canaan, and finally into Exile and again back to Canaan.  Of course, it is questionable whether this 
declamation by an outsider can be counted as part of the ‘shared historical memories’ of the ethnic 
in-group. However, reasoned from a different angle, Achior functions as a focalizer who can voice the 
view of the author (and thus insider par excellence) all the more convincingly due to his position as 
‘neutral’ (or even hostile) observer.194  

                                                             
190 Smith, Myths, 61. 
191 Smith, Myths, 63-69. 
192 Smith, Myths, 67. 
193 In line with the observation that genealogy in the book of Judith has everything to do with religion, the 
shared historical memories put forward by Judith and others also overlap largely with the religious myths 
present in the narrative. The ubiquity of these myths has been discussed at length. 
194 The New Testament offers several parallels instances of outsiders (wise men from the East, a Samaritan 
woman, a Roman centurion) who recognize and proclaim Jesus’ divine nature (Matthew 2; John 8, Mark 
15:39). Precisely their status as outsiders imbues their words with added weight. 
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The first three components of ethnic myths have to do with temporal, spatial, and (alleged) 
biological origins.195 All three aspects can be discerned in the first few lines of Achior’s speech (Jdt 
5:9): He refers to an indefinite time of beginning (to. pro,teron, ‘formerly’ or ‘at first’), a place of 
provenance (Mesopotamia), and a people of forebears (the Chaldeans). As previously discussed, 
Achior’s references to the Israelites’ Chaldean forefathers may be construed as a “myth of ancestry” 
in both the biological and the ideological sense. However, it is precisely by breaking with the 
religion/ideology of their forefathers and by leaving their land of origin that the first part of the 
‘heroic (or golden) age’ of the Israelites is ushered in (Jdt 5:9-10). It is the fissure between the 
Chaldean forefathers and their deviant - or defiant – children that marks the birth of the Israelites as 
such: 

 
And they went out, away from the path of their ancestors, and worshiped the God of Heaven, 
the God they had come to know, and they cast them out from before their gods, and they fled 
to Mesopotamia, and lived there as strangers many days. And their God told them to go out 
from their lodgings and go to the land of Canaan, and they dwelt there and increased in gold 
and silver and had great multitudes of cattle. 
 
The ‘heroic age’, although disrupted by periods of famine, prolonged migration and slavery 

(5:10-11) lasts until the definite conquest and population of Canaan: “And as long as they did not sin 
before their God, it went well with them …” (5:17). The ‘myth of decline’, however, is not long in 
coming (5:18):  

 
But as soon as they departed from the way [of] which he had made a covenant with them, 
they were destroyed in many wars, even very many, and led captive to a country they did not 
know, and the temple of their God was torn down to the ground, and their cities were taken 
over by their enemies. 
 
The turn for the worse in the Israelites’ fate is unequivocally attributed to their failure to live 

up to the divine precepts. Thankfully, the rather dramatic decline is followed immediately by the 
‘regeneration’, again linked, with so many words, to their religious performance (5:19): 

 
And now, having turned back to their God, they have returned from the Diaspora, in which 
they had been scattered, and they hold Jerusalem, where their sanctuary is, and they have 
been settled in the hill country, since that was desolate. 
 
The current situation of the Israelites, as Achior sees it, presents a precarious balance between 

successful regeneration and the threat of renewed decline. The outcome of this balancing act will seal 
the fate of the Israelites, and of their besiegers (5:20-21): 

 
Now then, master and lord, if indeed there is a fault in that people, and they sin against their 
God, we will make sure that there is sin in them, and go up and make war against them. But if 
there is no lawlessness in that people, my Lord will perish, since their Lord and their God will 
shield them, and we will be a reproach before all the peoples. 
 

                                                             
195 Smith, Myths, 65. 
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Throughout Achior’s speech, ethnic and religious myths continually blend into one another: 
the ability of the people to maintain faith in their God and obey his commandments is the necessary 
and sufficient condition of their survival as ethnic group on their ethnic homeland. 

 
Judith does not contradict the accuracy of the general facts recounted by Achior, although 

she distances herself to some extent from his interpretation, especially concerning the correlation 
between human behavior and divine response (but that, of course, has more to do with religious than 
with ethnic identity). But instead of offering an exhaustive account of Israel’s history from beginning 
to end, like Achior does, she focuses on relatively minuscule details within this larger narrative, with a 
marked emphasis on the period of the patriarchs. Judith’s ideal of ‘heroic age’ and commendable 
behavior shows subtle differences with Achior’s. The latter only mentions the very general notion of 
worshiping and obeying the God of heaven. Judith, however, fixates on the specific notion of trusting 
God in the face of tribulation, which, in her exhortation of the elders, she consistently interprets as 
divine testing. 

 
The details Judith asks the elders to remember regularly deviate from the biblical account, 

and the subtlety with which she quotes, mixes, and amends her sources make it difficult – though by 
no means impossible - to identify some of the components of an ethnic myth as Smith construes 
them. For her, the focus is not so much on the temporal, spatial, or biological origins of the group, 
but rather on their ideological provenance, and on the significance of that provenance for current 
actions.  

Judith starts her reminiscence by describing a former period of decline, which stands in sharp 
contrast with the current situation (8:18-19): 

 
For there is none who rebels in our generation, and today there is neither tribe nor family 
nor people nor town from our midst, which worship handmade gods, as was the case in 
former days. 
For that reason, our fathers were given up to the sword and to plunder, and they fell as 
corpse in large numbers before our enemies. 
 
According to Judith, the current behavior of the people is on a par with that of the patriarchs 

of the ‘heroic age’. There is no need for ‘regeneration’, only for maintaining the present high level of 
commitment. Judith even asks her ‘brothers’ to “show [an example] to our brothers, for their soul 
depends on us” (8:24). In that sense, the leaders of the present generation are called upon to perform 
the function of the heroes of old, who serve as models for present and future behavior. In addition, 
Judith refers her listeners to periods and events of the past that can serve as exhortative models for 
them, in turn (8:26-27):  

 
Remember what he [God] did with Abraham and what he did with Isaac and what happened 
to Jacob in Mesopotamia, in Aram, guarding the sheep of Laban, his mother’s brother. For 
he has not let us burn, as he did them, as an affliction to their hearts, and he has not avenged 
himself on us, but as a warning, the Lord beats those who come near him. 
 
The events presented in Judith’s account hardly deserve to be called a ‘golden age’. After all, 

she emphasizes the pressure exerted on her models – notably Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob – by the 
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commitment. Judith even asks her ‘brothers’ to “show [an example] to our brothers, for their soul 
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she emphasizes the pressure exerted on her models – notably Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob – by the 
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God they served with so much devotion. The term ‘heroic age’, however, is all the more appropriate – 
all divine testing notwithstanding, the patriarchs maintained their faith, and, inspired by their 
example, Judith’s own generation will hopefully be able to do the same. However, in her private 
prayer in Judith 9, Judith introduces a different emphasis: here, the ‘hero’ whose behavior she intends 
to imitate is Simeon. His initiative to revenge the rape of his sister is perhaps the opposite of the trust 
Judith had just recommended to the elders. Surprisingly, while she asks the rest of the population to 
patiently – and passively - wait for God to act, Judith considers the impetuous Simeon an appropriate 
role model for her own actions.196 

The ‘heroic age’ inspiring Judith’s actions is characterized by violent acts of revenge, 
concurrently performed by human and divine agents. The general plot of the narrative implies a 
similar ideological framework: the similarities with Jael’s assassination of Sisera (Jdg 4) and other 
miraculous instances of deliverance from foreign invaders (notably 2 Kgs 18-19; 1 Macc. 7) confirm 
the impression that the heroic age envisioned in the book of Judith is one of military triumph against 
a formidable foe, brought about by divine intervention on behalf of a faithful community. 

 
8.3.4 Common Culture 

Is it possible to discern a distinct ‘Israelite’ culture in the book of Judith? This question can 
be answered both affirmatively and negatively. Affirmatively, because some customs occurring 
throughout the narrative – e.g., carrying ivy-wreathed wands during a procession (Jdt 15:12) or 
crowning oneself with olive boughs (15:13) seem to be typical examples of a ‘common culture’. And 
negatively, because these customs are not at all typically Israelite. Rather, they betray instances of 
Hellenization, quite unexpected in a book that seems intent on maintaining strict boundaries 
between Israel and ‘the other’.197 Similarly, the fact that the book of Judith was written in Greek (if we 
accept the narrative as an original literary creation rather than the translation of a Hebrew text) also 
places the book in a Hellenized rather than a strictly ‘Israelite’ milieu.  

 

                                                             
196 And there is another interesting twist to her prayer: Judith seems to suggest that the other ‘person’ who 
needs to remember a past heroic age as model of present and future action, is God himself. She claims – in 
defiance of the biblical genotext – God’s active involvement in Simeon’s revenge (9:4), and concludes (9:4-5): 
“… And you gave their women over as spoils and their virgins into captivity, and all their spoils to the 
diversity of the sons beloved by you, who burnt with zeal for you and made detestable the defilement of their 
blood, and called on you for help - o God, my God, listen to me, a widow, as well! For you have done those 
former things, and the present ones, and the future ones, and you understand both what is present and what is 
about to happen, and what you intend will happen.” Judith effectively asks God to remember himself as one of 
the ‘heroes’ involved in the slaughter of the Shechemites, and invites him to emulate his former acts in the 
present situation. 
197 The original meaning of the qu,rsoi carried by Judith and the other women in Jdt 15:12, for example, is a 
“wand wreathed in ivy and vine-leaves with a pine-cone at the top, carried by the devotees of Dionysus” 
(Liddel, Scott & Jones, Liddel, Scott, Jones). About the olive wreaths in Jdt 15:13, Moore writes: “Although in 
the OT the olive symbolized various concepts, including life, peace, and thanksgiving … the wearing of an 
olive wreath was a Greek custom, not a Jewish one” (Moore, Judith, 247). 
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The narrative does display a wealth of ‘common culture’, but this ‘culture’, as far as it can in 
fact be called ‘Israelite’, is always linked to religious identity. Customs surrounding food practices, 
dress, housing, etc. can all in some way be traced back to a religious motivation.198 

In short then, there is a well-defined ‘Israelite’ culture in the book of Judith, which affects 
even the most basic elements of human life. However, to construe this ‘culture’ as a marker of ethnic 
identity would be misleading. Even more than was the case with other aspects of ethnic identity 
(common ancestry, shared historical memories, homeland, etc.), religion and common culture 
partake form a tightly knit symbiosis. 

 

8.3.5 Homeland 

When the book of Judith was written, the region that had once, briefly, been home to the 
combined kingdoms of Israel/Judah was gaining some political independence again for the first time 
in centuries. Fittingly, the situation presented in the book is that of a self-governing community; 
more precisely, of a community which has recently returned from diaspora and re-appropriated its 
ethnic homeland, not only in the political sense of the term, but even more so on an ideological level: 
“For they had ony recently been returned from captivity, and recently all the people of Judah had 
gathered, and the vessels and the altar and the Temple had been sanctified from the desecration” 
(4:3). 

A recurring term for the ethnic homeland is klhronomi,a, ‘inheritance’ (4:12; 8:22; 13:5; 
16:21), and this one phrase forcefully captures the significance of the land for Israel’s self-
understanding in the book of Judith. It combines two distinct notions. First, the idea that the land has 
been in Israel’s possession from time immemorial (or rather, from a very memorable period in time) 
and has been passed on from the patriarchs to the present generation. Second, in a more legal sense, 
the term klhronomi,a suggests that Israel has a (divinely granted) right to the land.199 

                                                             
198 E.g., Jdt 8:5-8; 10:5; 11:12; 12:2, 6-7. 
199 As Ackerman points out, the meaning of klhronomi,a and its Hebrew equivalent hlxn “is more multivalent 
and complex than the translation ‘patrimonial estate’ or the more commonly found renderings of ‘heritage’ or 
inheritance’ suggest. […] Still, it is clear that in several instances in the Bible naḥalâ does refer to the land each 
Israelite family claimed perpetually to hold as an inalienable patrimonial estate, passed down through the 
generations from father to son” (Ackerman, ‘Cult Centralization,’ 23, n. 18). Even more to the point for the 
present analysis, Habel defines hlxn as “not something simply handed down from generation to generation, 
but the entitlement or rightful property of a party that is legitimated by a recognized social custom, legal 
process, or divine charter” (Norman C. Habel, The Land is Mine. Six Biblical Land Ideologies (Overtures to 
Biblical Theology), Fortress Press, Minneapolis 1995, 35). An interesting aside is the correlation Halpern 
suggests between the weakening of traditional kinship claims to the neḥalot, viewed as both economical and 
religious commidities, and the strengthening of the central (royal) authority (Baruch Halpern, ‘Jerusalem and 
the Lineages in the Seventh Century BCE: Kinship and the Rise of Individual Moral Liability,’ in Baruch 
Halpern & Deborah W. Hobson (eds), Law and Ideology in Monarchic Israel. SJOTSup, Sheffield Academic 
Press, Sheffield 1991, 11-107).  
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I suggest that the first notion can be captured in Smith’s construal of ethnoscapes, those 
“landscapes endowed with poetic ethnic meaning through the historicization of nature and the 
territorialization of ethnic memories.”200 The second is tied to the concept of ethnic election: 

 
By regarding the homeland as God-given, it ties the elect to a particular terrain. The sacred 
land and the sanctified soil only are fit for the elect, and they can be redeemed only on the 
land where their fathers and mothers lived, their heroes fought and their saints prayed.201  
 
According to Robertson Kennedy, in the Hebrew Bible, the second notion (i.e., the divine 

promise) in fact enables the performance of the former (claiming the land as ethnoscape). After all, as 
aliens in the land of Canaan, Abraham and his descendants have nothing but the divine promise of 
future possession to motivate their acts of “territorialization of ethnic memories.”202 

Judith’s choice of intertexts is revealing in this regard: in her speeches, she strongly favors the 
patriarchal narratives, and it is precisely in those narratives that the terminology of inheritance is 
introduced with regard to the land of Canaan: “I am the God who has led you out of the land of the 
Chaldeans, to give you this land, to inherit (klhronomh/sai) it” (Gen 15:7).203 In Genesis, Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob then go on to mark the territory of Canaan as their ethnoscape. Buying fields (Gen 
23), burying their dead (Gen, 23:19; 35:19, 28), erecting altars and pillars (Gen 12:7-8; 13:18; 26:25; 
28:18-22; 31:45; 35:14-; 20), and giving meaningful names to specific places (Gen 35:15), they lay 
claim to the land on an ideological level, despite their prolonged status as sojourners, gerîm.204 As 
Robertson Kennedy poignantly states, “[s]ojourn … represents rootlessness, alienation, 
dispossession, foreignness, and anxiety.”205 Would it go too far to conjecture that the unspecified 
‘burning’ Judith ascribes to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Jdt 8:26-27) pertains to their state of sojourn 
in a land whose possession had been promised to them, but would be a long time in coming? 

Be that as it may, in the book of Judith, the awareness that the claim to the homeland is not 
the result of the Israelites’ autochthonous status in the region is still present. Achior distinctly 
rehearses the Chaldean origin of the people and their wanderings from Mesopotamia through 
Canaan to Egypt and finally back to Canaan. Schmitz observes: 

 

                                                             
200 Smith, Myths, 16. Interestingly, the concrete locales of the ‘shared memories’ reminisced in the book of 
Judith (e.g., the trials of the patriarchs or Simeon’s revenge of Dinah), are rarely mentioned. To be more 
precise: Judith does not mention them – even Shechem, the site of Simeon’s revenge, remains unnamed in her 
prayer. Only Achior refers to a number of meaningful, though very general, places: Mesopotamia, Canaan, 
Egypt, the Red Sea, the Sinai, Kadesh Barnea, the Jordan, and Jerusalem, as well as specific peoples that the 
Israel subdued in their conquest of Canaan (e.g., the Ammorites, the Eshbonites, and, interestingly, the 
Shechemites). 
201 Smith, Myths, 135. 
202 Smith, Myths, 151. 
203 See also Gen 22:17; 24:60; 28:4.  
204 Robertson Kennedy claims: “While sojourn may appear at some points to weaken Israel’s territorial myths, 
if it serves to buttress its election myth, then its overall contribution to the ethnic myth is positive” (Robertson 
Kennedy, Homeland, 39). See also Stavrakopoulou, Land for the specific function of burial places for territorial 
claims. 
205 Robertson Kennedy, Homeland, 38. 
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Ein Strukturelement, das in der Rede Achiors vor Holofernes besonders auffällt, ist die 
polyvalente Verwendung des Stammes -oik-. […] Das Volk entwickelt über eine lange 
Periode, geleitet und begleitet durch den Gott, den es erkannt hat, eine Identität, die sich 
durch den Wohnortwechsel und die verschiedenen Qualifizierungen des Wohnens 
auszeichnet. […] Der Achiorfigur wird somit ein geschichtstheologischer Rückblick in den 
Mund gelegt, der als das zentrale Motiv der Geschichte Israels das Motiv des Wohnens im 
Land benennt und als das Grundlegende der Identität Israels die Einheit von Volk, Tempel / 
Gottesdienst und Land bestimmt.206  
 
Clearly, Israel’s identity as imagined in the book of Judith is not based on the adaptable 

worship of a carry-on God, but deeply rooted in the ethnic homeland. The perpetual state of sojourn 
and estrangement is finally resolved, but at a high cost. Neither Achior nor Judith commemorate the 
patriarchs’ non-aggressive acts of appropriation (buying land, burying their dead, etc.), which occur 
on an ideological rather than a concrete, physical level. Rather, according to Achior, the land of 
Canaan is ‘inherited’ by casting out all previous inhabitants (Jdt 5:14-16).  

In her speeches and prayers, Judith insists on a similar point, namely, that the God-given 
right to the territory also comes with a responsibility: to defend it against alien invaders, or to die 
trying. She strongly urges her fellow townspeople not to surrender their territory as ransom for their 
lives, as they had planned: “For if we are thus taken, all of Judah will be taken, and our sanctuary 
despoiled, and he will charge its desecration from our blood” (8:21). Consequently, Judith’s rescue 
mission is not directed simply at ensuring the survival of her people, but their survival in the ethnic 
homeland. It is unacceptable to her to return to the status of ger, which had been so defining for the 
identity of her forefathers. 

 
The adamant desire to stay put in the ‘inherited’ homeland is connected to the one place 

hovering in the background of the entire narrative: Jerusalem. Time and again, Holofernes’ attack is 
framed as an assault against Jerusalem and especially the sanctuary: “And they feared him greatly, 
and were troubled for Jerusalem and the temple of their Lord God” (4:2). Similarly, Judith prays: 
“[…] shatter their might in your anger, for they plan to desecrate your sanctuary, and to defile the 
tabernacle where the name of your glory rests, and to throw down the iron horn of your altar” (9:8). 
Not surprisingly, cultic actions in Jerusalem frame the main narrative (Jdt 4 and 16). 

This being said, it is remarkable that the bulk of the story is not set in Jerusalem, but in an 
obscure mountain village whose identity and precise location are impossible to pinpoint.207 There is a 

                                                             
206 Schmitz, Geschichte, 440, 441. 
207 Various attempts have been made to identify Bethulia with known settlements, all futile, which, perhaps, is 
understandable if one agrees with Craven’s assessment that “[t]he Book of Judith simply does not yield literal 
or even allegorical data. […] The author’s proclivity to imaginative fabrications continues throughout the 
entire story, even to the making up of the town so important in the story, Bethulia” (Craven, Artistry, 73-74). 
Intriguingly, even though Bethulia’s (imagined) location cannot be determined with any precision, several 
textual details suggest that it must not be sought in Judea but in Samaria, the ‘big brother’ regarded with 
disdain by Judeans ever since the rupture of the united kingdom many centuries earlier. For Steinmann, the 
realization that the Bethulians are, in fact, Samarians is the “œuf de Christophe Colomb” in the interpretation 
of the book (Steinmann, Judith, 63). It is this realization, along with a few other observations (e.g., the fact that 
the elders carry semi-Greek names), that lets him conclude: “Mais les habitants de Béthulie, les magistrats, 
avec leur noms mi-hébreux mi-grecs, représent à merveille les Juifs de leur temps. […] Hellénisants, 
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strange ambivalence between the pronounced attention for Jerusalem and the sanctuary, and the 
observation that all consequential actions occur elsewhere. Small, unknown Bethulia, home of a 
spontaneous leader who ends up rescuing the country, offsets Jerusalem, the undisputed center of 
established political and religious leadership. Jerusalem is still the pulsing heart of this homeland, 
very much worthy of protection. But the power to provide this protection rests with other, less highly 
regarded body parts (if a short excursion to a Pauline metaphor may be excused). The people of Judea 
need Jerusalem as center of their ethnic and religious belonging; reversely, Jerusalem needs faithful 
individuals – emphatically not kings or high priests – who will risk their lives in order to ensure its 
safety. In that sense, Judith and Bethulia fulfill a similar function:. Together, they underline the 
possibility of deliverance from unlikely places and by the hand of unlikely figures. 

 
8.3.6 A Sense of Solidarity 

The willingness to risk one’s life for the benefit of another directly takes us to the issue of 
solidarity, the last marker of an ethnie in the definition proposed by Hutchinson and Smith.  

The community of Bethulia initially fails to live up to the ideal of solidarity. Knowing full well 
their strategic position between the Assyrian army and Jerusalem, they nevertheless want to 
surrender the town in order to save their own lives. And although they still pray for deliverance 
(7:19), they have in fact given up all hope for a solution other than capitulation (Jdt 7:25-26):  

 
And now we have no helper, but God has sold us into their hands, to be thrown down before 
them in thirst and utter ruin. So now call on them and give up the whole town for plunder to 
the people of Holofernes and his entire force. 
 
 These verses seem to portray the people as caught up in something like Smith’s ‘”myth of 

decline”, which 
 
tells us how the community lost its anchor in a living tradition, how the old values became 
ossified and meaningless, and how, as a result, common sentiments and beliefs faded to give 
way to rampant individualism and the triumph of partisan interests over collective ideals and 
communal solidarity.208 
 
 If these are harsh words for a community on the brink of death due to emaciation, they 

nevertheless concur with the condemnation of the Bethulians by Judith herself. Although she 
describes their predicament very empathically (e.g., 7:21-22), she judges the solution they suggest 
unacceptable: not only does it reflect a lack of faith (8:11-17), but it also equals a death sentence for 
the rest of the people, and worst of all, for Jerusalem (8:22-22). 

By comparison, Judith appears as the epitome of solidarity, at least at first sight. Quite 
unconcerned about her own well-being, she ventures into the enemy camp in order to safe her people 
and the sanctuary. Her speech to the elders can be construed as one long plea for solidarity: there is 
more at stake than the safety of Bethulia, she argues, and it is the duty of every Bethulian to stand 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
nationalistes, sanhédrites ou samaritains formaient à des titres divers un unique peuple d’Israël, qui devait 
accepter l’exemple donné par Achior et surtout par l’imcomparable Judith” (Steinmann, Judith, 69). 
208 Smith, Myths, 67. 
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strong in order to keep the Assyrians from entering Jerusalem. And yet Day makes a convincing case 
that Judith herself is less involved with her community than might be expected of a communal 
heroine.209 After all, initially, as the Bethulians search for a way out of their dilemma, Judith chooses 
not to let the Bethulians benefit from her acclaimed wisdom (Judith 7). Besides,  

 
[a]s Judith begins to bathe in preparation for leaving Bethulia, a reader realizes that Judith 
has been holding out even more from the Bethulians. They have been fainting from thirst 
under a month of siege conditions, yet she herself has kept water for the luxury of washing 
herself.210 
 
Judith’s very location on the roof of her house suggests a gap between herself and her people, 

which is only bridged temporarily for the duration of her rescue mission (and perhaps not even then, 
since Judith is consistently portrayed as morally, religiously, and intellectually superior to her fellow 
Israelites).  

And yet precisely in this distance between Judith and the rest of Bethulia and Israel one can, 
perhaps, detect a strong plea for inward solidarity in the face of an outward menace. After all, ethnic 
solidarity is not primarily about feeling connected with people one actually knows and sees on a 
regular basis, but about feeling connected with perfect strangers, simply because they are part of the 
same ethnic group. Judith does not come into action for her immediate family (since she has none), 
nor for her direct neighbors (with whom she does not seem to be on speaking terms), but for the 
group as a whole, and perhaps even more, for the ethnic homeland, with Jerusalem at its center. Her 
actions redeem the Israelites on more than one count: besides removing the outward threat of the 
Assyrians, she also succeeds in solidarizing a people that had earlier been found lacking in this regard. 
The last chapters portray a community that is single-minded (o`moqumao.n) both in their praise of her 
deeds (13:17) and in their efforts to wipe out the hostile army (15:5). Admittedly, the prayers of the 
community in 4:12 (Jerusalem) and 7:29 (Bethulia) had been described as o`moqumao.n as well. But their 
actions at the time showed little, if any, solidarity. It is Judith, the relative outsider – a widow living 
on her roof, apparently untouched by the tribulations of her fellow townspeople – who teaches the 
community, and the reader, what the practice of ethnic solidarity is all about. 

 

8.3.7 A Chosen People? 

Last but not least, I turn to an aspect of identity that explicitly combines ethnic and religious 
facet: the notion of divine election. Israel’s unique position seems well established in the book of 
Judith. However, other aspects are more ambiguous. Is there a divine promise in Judith? Is Israel 
obedient to God’s will? And is it really possible to speak of an “economy of global salvation”? 211 I 
attempt to answer these questions by analyzing the narrative on two different levels: the development 
of the plot, and instances of direct speech by the protagonists (mainly Achior and Judith). 

 

                                                             
209 Day, ‘Faith’. 
210 Day, ‘Faith,’ 83. 
211 Smith, Chosen Peoples, 48-49. See above, section 4.2, for the entire quotation. 

 
 

 232 

strong in order to keep the Assyrians from entering Jerusalem. And yet Day makes a convincing case 
that Judith herself is less involved with her community than might be expected of a communal 
heroine.209 After all, initially, as the Bethulians search for a way out of their dilemma, Judith chooses 
not to let the Bethulians benefit from her acclaimed wisdom (Judith 7). Besides,  

 
[a]s Judith begins to bathe in preparation for leaving Bethulia, a reader realizes that Judith 
has been holding out even more from the Bethulians. They have been fainting from thirst 
under a month of siege conditions, yet she herself has kept water for the luxury of washing 
herself.210 
 
Judith’s very location on the roof of her house suggests a gap between herself and her people, 

which is only bridged temporarily for the duration of her rescue mission (and perhaps not even then, 
since Judith is consistently portrayed as morally, religiously, and intellectually superior to her fellow 
Israelites).  

And yet precisely in this distance between Judith and the rest of Bethulia and Israel one can, 
perhaps, detect a strong plea for inward solidarity in the face of an outward menace. After all, ethnic 
solidarity is not primarily about feeling connected with people one actually knows and sees on a 
regular basis, but about feeling connected with perfect strangers, simply because they are part of the 
same ethnic group. Judith does not come into action for her immediate family (since she has none), 
nor for her direct neighbors (with whom she does not seem to be on speaking terms), but for the 
group as a whole, and perhaps even more, for the ethnic homeland, with Jerusalem at its center. Her 
actions redeem the Israelites on more than one count: besides removing the outward threat of the 
Assyrians, she also succeeds in solidarizing a people that had earlier been found lacking in this regard. 
The last chapters portray a community that is single-minded (o`moqumao.n) both in their praise of her 
deeds (13:17) and in their efforts to wipe out the hostile army (15:5). Admittedly, the prayers of the 
community in 4:12 (Jerusalem) and 7:29 (Bethulia) had been described as o`moqumao.n as well. But their 
actions at the time showed little, if any, solidarity. It is Judith, the relative outsider – a widow living 
on her roof, apparently untouched by the tribulations of her fellow townspeople – who teaches the 
community, and the reader, what the practice of ethnic solidarity is all about. 

 

8.3.7 A Chosen People? 

Last but not least, I turn to an aspect of identity that explicitly combines ethnic and religious 
facet: the notion of divine election. Israel’s unique position seems well established in the book of 
Judith. However, other aspects are more ambiguous. Is there a divine promise in Judith? Is Israel 
obedient to God’s will? And is it really possible to speak of an “economy of global salvation”? 211 I 
attempt to answer these questions by analyzing the narrative on two different levels: the development 
of the plot, and instances of direct speech by the protagonists (mainly Achior and Judith). 

 

                                                             
209 Day, ‘Faith’. 
210 Day, ‘Faith,’ 83. 
211 Smith, Chosen Peoples, 48-49. See above, section 4.2, for the entire quotation. 



 
 

 233 

I start with the plot of the narrative. The first three chapters of Judith, devoted to a 
description of Nabuchodonosor’s campaigns, present a bewildering mix of places and peoples.212 The 
cumulative effect, in Moore’s words, is such that “for the ancient or modern reader who knows Near 
Eastern geography well, the errors in the ‘details of fact’ may shout so loudly that they drown out 
what might otherwise be a fascinating account.”213 

Whatever the reason for the confusion may be, it seems safe to assume that the author of the 
book of Judith was not striving for geographical accuracy, just like he was not attempting to deliver a 
historically accurate account of a ‘real’ event. Instead, the first three chapters forcefully set the scene 
for what is to follow. Jdt 1:21 enumerates the regions and people Nabuchodonosor intends to punish 
for their rebellion. Not a single nation will be exempted from Nabuchodonosor’s revenge. Judea, too, 
is mentioned for the first time in this verse, as one of the many regions that have aroused 
Nabuchodonosor’s wrath. True to Nabuchodonosor’s plan, his captain Holofernes “covered the 
entire face of the earth towards the West with his chariots, horsemen, and chosen infantry” (2:19). 
The following verses recount how all nations and cities surrender in the face of Holofernes’ brutal 
and sweeping campaign. The effect of this elaborate introduction is twofold. First, it inspires awe and 
terror of the apparent all-consuming power of Nabuchodonosor, released over the region like a 
natural disaster. Second, it serves to paint a uniform picture of the many nations and ethnic groups 
surrounding Judea, notwithstanding their ethnic diversity: without exception, they abase themselves 
by welcoming their conqueror with a desperate spectacle of “crowns, and dancing, and tambourines” 
(Jdt 3:8). 

In 3:10, the narrative comes to a short halt, as Holofernes makes camp for a month in order 
to reorganize his forces. Besides adding suspense – what will Holofernes’ next steps be? – this pause 
also signals a shift in focus. So far, the narrative had been concerned with geopolitical events on the 
macro-level: literally, “the entire face of the earth” (2:19) is the backdrop of Holofernes’ 
undertakings. Now, as the campaign and the narrative pause for a moment, the focus shifts toward 
the micro-level, honing in on the one nation that is different from all the others. As Holofernes is 
resting, the “children of Israel, who lived in Judea, heard what Holofernes, the chief captain of 
Nabuchodonosor, the king of the Assyrians, had done to the people, and how he had despoiled all 
their temples, and given them up to destruction” (4:1). Despite their great fear, the Israelites prepare 
to resist the invasion and to protect their recently reinstated sanctuary (4:2-3). 

                                                             
212 The location and identity of some can easily be verified (e.g., Ecbatana, Samaria, or Egypt), while others are 
unknown to the contemporary reader (e.g., Rassisites, Wadi Abron, Japhet). To add to the confusion, well-
known place names are presented in an incorrect or at the very least implausible manner. According to Jdt 
2:21, for example, Holofernes and his army would have had to travel 300 miles in three days, from Nineveh to 
Cilicia – an astonishing feat in an age without motorized transportation. Craven views this as a “humorous 
detail” (Craven, Artistry, 115). Moore, however is “unconvinced” by this argument and would rather assume 
that “either the order in vv 21-26 … is no longer in its original sequence, or the ancient author was woefully 
lacking in his knowledge of non-Palestinian geography” (Moore, Judith, 137-138). Rather than presume a re-
ordering of the text or an incompetent author, I suggest that the main point in these chapters is the impression 
of an all-encompassing and incredibly swift military campaign, not a correct description of geographic facts 
and figures. 
213 Moore, Judith, 145. 
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In 1:21, there had been no differentiation between Judea and the other nations: all were equal 
(perhaps even united) in their role as targets of Nabuchodonosor’s wrath. Now, however, the tables 
have turned: all other nations have fallen and are at the disposal of Holofernes, enlarging his already 
immeasurable power. Judea is alone – a position that both underscores its vulnerability and 
establishes its uniqueness. The downward trend in Israel’s situation continues until Jdt 7:32: Bethulia 
is under siege, its inhabitants are about to surrender, and without Bethulia, Jerusalem and the Temple 
will surely fall. Israel may be unique in its resistance (although this resistance is about to break down), 
but there is no indication yet of God’s unique involvement with his chosen people. The remaining 
eight chapters, however, present a complete reversal of this situation. Due to Judith’s intervention, 
the nation that had been isolated and desperate at the end of the first half of the narrative, triumphs 
over its enemies at the closure of the second half. Israel remains unique, but the reasons for this 
uniqueness are completely reversed. This reversal of fortune, from oppressed to victorious, is entirely 
in keeping with the biblical tradition of divine election. After all, God generally chooses the underdog 
rather than the champion, whether this underdog is an individual (e.g., Jacob, David) or an entire 
people: Israel. And (almost) inevitably, the elect then experiences an astonishing career, from fugitive 
to wealthy patriarch, from shepherd boy to king, from slaves to conquerors, or, as in the book of 
Judith, from the most desperate of all nations to shining victor. 

 
What is implied on the level of plot – i.e., Israel is unique to begin with and reinforces this 

uniqueness throughout the narrative - is underlined in the speeches of Judith and Achior. In fact, 
much like Haman’s wife in the book of Esther, the outsider Achior is the first to introduce the notion 
of election with so many words. Admittedly, neither in his speech nor anywhere else in the book of 
Judith do we find the term evkle,gomai, which denotes God’s choice for Israel elsewhere in the LXX 
(e.g., Dtr 14:2; 18:5; Ps 32:12). But the portent of Achior’s words is clear: the forefathers of the 
Israelites have chosen to follow the God of Heaven rather than the gods of their ancestors (5:7), and 
in return, God blesses them with wealth and military successes and delivers them from slavery (5:9-
16). They are singled out from among the nations to live according to divine precepts, and will be 
under God’s protection as long as they follow these precepts (5:17). Contrary to the notion that 
election is not based on merits, Achior emphasizes the importance of human behavior, portraying 
God’s deeds as reaction rather than action and the concept of divine election as conditional and 
potentially temporary. 

 
Judith, too, thematizes the concept of divine election. Most revealing in this regard is her 

prayer. Having asked God to deliver a fatal blow to the Assyrians through her ‘fragile’ (qhlu/j) hand 
(9:10), she continues (9:11-14): 

 
Yes, yes, God of my father and God of the inheritance of Israel, ruler of the heavens and the 
earth, creator of the waters, king of all your creatures, you, listen to my prayer, and give that 
my word and deceit will be a wound and an injury to them who devise hard plans against 
your covenant and the house sanctified to you and the summit of Zion and the house of the 
possession of your sons. And make all your people and all the tribes know the knowledge 
that you are God, the God of all power and might, and that there is no other shielding the 
people of Israel but you. 
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These verses contain the concept of divine election in a nutshell: God has committed himself 
to Israel as his ‘inheritance’ (klhronomi,a) and made a covenant (diaqh,kh) with them, not because of 
their strength or any other merit, but despite their lack of it. Ultimately, by protecting Israel, God 
proves his power to the entire world.  
 

The notion of uniqueness is usually linked to the ‘world mission’214 or ‘global salvation’ that 
must be accomplished by or by means of the chosen people.215 As Gerstenberger puts it, Israel has the 
responsibility to share the blessings given to the patriarchs with all other nations. Through their 
example, other peoples will “share in the self-revelation of the only God.”216 

The book of Judith certainly casts the Israelite community as heirs of the blessings given to 
the patriarchs. However, whether the open stance towards “all of humanity” is present in the book as 
well, is a different issue. As discussed at length, some authors discover the eschatological motif of 
world peace in the book of Judith, particularly in the psalm in chapter 16, and even more particularly 
in the claim that “God, who crushes down war, is Lord” (16:2). If this is indeed a reference to an era 
of universal peace, it may come close to the ‘global salvation’ Smith envisions as the responsibility of 
the chosen people, and Gerstenberger hints at in his discussion of the patriarchs. However, as also 
previously discussed, I highly doubt that the peace established here is indeed universal. The psalm 
certainly has universalistic tendencies – Judith claims that “all your creatures must serve you” (16:14) 
and includes even inanimate parts of the created order in this statement (16:15). In that sense, she 
does anticipate that YHWH’s rule will reach global proportions. But it is still a big step from ‘global 
rule’ to ‘global salvation’, especially if one takes into account the final chord of the psalm: “The 
people who turn against my offspring … will weep in judgment in eternity” (16:17). In a world in 
which the rule of Israel and its God are synonymous with peace and well-being for everyone, 
destroying “the peoples who turn against my offspring” (16:17) would be a logical and necessary step 
on the road to global salvation. After all, turning against Israel would imply turning against peace per 
se.217 However, the Israelites in the book of Judith prove time and again that ‘global salvation’ is not 
on their immediate agenda. The peace that is established towards the end of the book is for Israel and 
Israel only – with the very rare exception of a convert such as Achior. It is interesting in this regard to 
consider a differentiation between two models of chosenness:  

 
The national model (“Israel”) sees its mission as marking the differences, forming an 
outpost, a bulwark, a stronghold, or an avant-garde of truth in the midst of enemies and 
pagans. The imperial model (“Rome”), on the other hand, sees its mission as annihilating the 
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difference and the plurality, unifying the world, and universalizing its vision of truth, justice, 
and order.218 
 
Unlike LaCocque, who discovers in Judith’s psalm the notion of a universal “celebration of 

the ‘eschaton’ with the Jews”,219 I suggest that Judith’s language evokes images of the forced 
enthusiasm at public events in dictatorial regimes rather than any heartfelt universal joy. “Israel”, in 
Judith’s psalm, is revealed to be no different from “Rome”. 

 
In sum, the concept of Israel as YHWH’s ‘chosen people’ is amply present in the book of 

Judith. Israel occupies a unique position vis-à-vis the other nations – it is singled out, first as the most 
desperate, and later as the most triumphant of all ethnic groups. It also has a special place in the 
divine plan on a more global scale – as YHWH’s ‘inheritance’ (e.g., 13:5), it has much to profit from 
the divine rule that will eventually be established over the whole world. However, there is little 
evidence that Israel plays a role in the establishment of ‘global salvation’. Much like in the book of 
Esther, Israel as God’s Chosen People is an ambivalent concept. It is directed at the inward construal 
of identity much more than at any kind of outward mission. Only occasionally does the reader catch 
glimpses of a vision of salvation on a broader scale. One example of such a glimpse can be seen in the 
‘conversion’ of the Ammonite Achior. 

 
8.3.8 ‘Seeing All that the God of Israel Had Done…’ 

At first sight, Judith 14:10 simply seems to report the logical consequence of Judith’s deed: 
Achior is so impressed that he draws the conclusion – already implied in his own speech in chapter 5 
– that the God of Israel is the only God worth following. And since only members of God’s Chosen 
People are able to follow him, Achior readily leaves behind his own ethnic and religious attachments 
and joins the ‘house of Israel’: 

 
ivdw.n de. Aciwr pa,nta( o-sa evpoi.hsen o` 

qeo.j tou/ Israhl( evpi,steusen tw/| qew/| 

sfo,dra kai. periete,meto th.n sa,rka th/j 

avkrobusti,aj auvtou/ kai. prosete,qh eivj 

to.n o=ikon Israhl e-wj th/j h`me,raj 

tau,thj) 

 Seeing all that the God of Israel had 
done, Achior trusted greatly in God, 
and circumcised his uncircumcised 
flesh, and was added to the house of 
Israel until this day. 

 
At second sight, however, this verse is perhaps the most curious one of the entire book. After 

much of the narrative so far was spent carefully drawing up a border between the imagined 
community of Israel on the one hand and everyone else on the other, now suddenly this border can 
be penetrated by the simple choice of a non-Israelite individual. In addition to the apparent disparity 
of the verse with the rest of the book of Judith, the broader literary and historical contexts present 
problems as well: Achior’s ‘being added to the house of Israel’ not only constitutes a blatant 
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aberration from Deuteronomistic Law (Dtr 23:3[4] bans Ammonites like Achior from the assembly 
of YHWH forever), but also an anachronism at best, and perhaps even an impossibility in the socio-
historical background. It is, after all, not at all certain that conversion to ‘Judaism’, or joining the 
ethnie of the Judeans was a viable option at the time Judith was written.220  

How, then, can we understand this verse, both within the literary context of the book of 
Judith and other relevant biblical texts (notably Dtr 23:3[4]), and against the historical circumstances 
of the time? Are we dealing with religious conversion, or ethnic ‘naturalization’, or both? And what 
is the significance of Achior’s self-circumcision, especially within a book in which male and female 
bodies, and alterations to these bodies play such a central role? 

 
8.3.8.1 ‘Achior Trusted Greatly in God … And Was Added to the House of Israel…’  
Focusing on the verse itself and its immediate surroundings, one notes that the verse in 

question describes Achior’s actions in both religious (evpi,steusen tw/| qew/| sfo,dra) and ethnic 
(prosete,qh o=ikon Israhl) terms. The ritual of circumcision, which introduces a physical rather than 
‘just’ ideological marker, seems to connect these two aspects of identity. However, despite the 
presence of ethnic terminology (‘house of Israel’), religious connotations are clearly in the 
foreground. On seeing the severed head of Israel’s formidable opponent, Achior first faints (14:6), 
then worships Judith (14:7), and finally, based on her account of her mission into the Assyrian camp, 
“trusted God greatly” (14:10). Unsurprisingly, conventional scholarship favors the religious 
interpretation. More precisely, many scholars do not stop to thematize a potential differentiation 
between ethnic and religious ‘conversion’ at all. In the words of Moore, Achior is  

 
one of a well-known type, the gôy saddîq, the ‘righteous Gentile’, who, after confirming for 
the Bethulians that the severed head was indeed Holofernes’, … then converted to Judaism, 
thereby making himself – an accursed Ammonite – one with God and his people.221  
 
According to Zenger, not only the figure of Achior himself but also the description of his 

conversion point in the direction of a typical motif within a Hellenistic-Jewish milieu, namely, the 
conversion of ‘wise’ Gentiles: 

 
Hinter Achior verbirgt sich die nachweislich im jüdisch-hellenistischen Judentum beliebte 
Gestalt des weisen Achiqar, der hier als Typ des weisen Heidentums gezeichnet wird, das die 
Macht Jahwes erkennt und sich voll zum Jahweglauben bekehrt. Die Bekehrung Achiors ist 
dabei mit traditionellen Motiven jüdisch-hellenistischer Bekehrungsgeschichten gestaltet. 
Die Rede, die Achior vor Holofernes hält, ist beeinflusst vom Stil der jüdisch-hellenistischen 
Missionshomilie (Jdt 5,5-19).222 
                                                             

220 As already discussed in the context of the book of Ruth, Cohen, for example, argues that before John 
Hyrcanus absorbed the Idumeans into the Judean state in 120 BCE, it was impossible to join the ethnie of 
Israel because there was simply no procedure that would have made such an act feasible (Cohen, Jewishness, 
18). 
221 Moore, Judith, 158, 59. 
222 Zenger, ‘Traditionsmodell,’ 75-76. Zenger continues: “Zur Topik der Bekehrungsgeschichten gehören 
Aufgabe der bisherigen sozialen Bindungen beziehungsweise Ausgestoßenwerden, Verfolgung und Hass von 
seiten des bisherigen Milieus, Schicksalsgemeinschaft mit dem leidenden Judentum und Rettung aus der 
Verfolgung durch Jahwe (Jdt 6,10-16). Schließlich sind die zum Teil seltsamen Motive, mit denen 14,6-10 die 
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Moore and Zenger’s construal of Achior’s actions in Jdt 14:10 as an example of proselytism, 

or ‘conversion to Judaism’ represents a common strand of scholarship, according to which Achior’s 
conversion is not only not unique but in fact an almost prototypical instance of a very familiar 
schema. However, this alleged familiarity might be deceptive. The claim that Achior “converted to 
Judaism” or “sich voll zum Jahweglauben bekehrt” is based on two unspoken assumptions: first, that 
there was such a thing as ‘Judaism’ or ‘Jahweglauben’ in the conceptual world of 2nd century BCE 
Judea, and second, that it was possible to convert to this ‘Judaism’ by choice and by means of a 
cluster of standardized rituals. Both assumptions may turn out to be false: the first, because it springs 
from a flawed understanding of the (incidentally, very rare) term  vIoudai?smo,j, and the second, because 
it projects developments of later rabbinic Judaism onto the period before the Common Era.  

As elaborated in the introduction (section 2.2), ‘Judaism’ is a problematic term. In the 
biblical and apocryphal source texts (specifically Esther and Maccabees), the verb ivouda,izein and the 
noun vIoudai?smo,j describe either feigned allegiance with the ‘Yehudim’ or the activity of reclaiming 
persons, places, or customs that had previously been ‘hellenized’.223 It does not, in any case, designate 
a ‘religion’, defined as ‘belief system’ or ‘Weltanschauung’ that could be accepted or rejected at will. 
Nor is there evidence of an established procedure for the acceptance of ‘Judaism’ in the Maccabean 
era– both Philo and the earliest rabbinic texts dealing with the issue must be dated into the Common 
Era.224 Admittedly, compared to Ruth, who spends four chapters trying to accomplish her own 
transition into Israel, making up (and sometimes circumventing) the rules as she goes along, it does 
seem as though Achior can make use of well-established procedures. Not even his Ammonite 
provenance appears to present a problem.225 In line with texts like Isaiah 56 or 1 Kgs 8:41-43, Jdt 
14:10 portrays Achior’s change of religious and ethnic affiliations as the rather self-evident 
consequence of his trust in the God of Israel.226 It is the work of one moment, and of one man: Achior 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
definitive Aufnahme Achiors in das Jahwevolk beschrieben wird, nur aus dieser jüdisch-hellenistischen 
Tradition verständlich: Achior ‘sieht’ das Haupt (‘Vision’), fällt bewusstlos zu Boden, wird aufgerichtet, fällt in 
Proskynese vor Judit wie vor einem Engel nieder, ‘glaubt’, nachdem man ihm alles erzählt hat, was vorgefallen 
ist, und wird schließlich durch den Ritus der Beschneidung zum vollen Mitglied des Jahwevolkes.” 
223 An example of the former practice is found in Esther 8:17; of the latter, in 2 Macc 2:21; 8:1; 14:38; 4 Macc 
4:26. Cf. Mason, ‘Jews,’ 465, 467. 
224 Cohen, Jewishness, 198-238. 
225 In fact, Steinmann argues that this ‘scandalous universalism’ was the reason for excluding the book of 
Judith from the canon (Steinmann, Judith, 61-62). Moore prefers to explain the exclusion on the basis of a 
technicality: “[T]he Rabbis could not accept it because the book ran counter to their halakah that a Gentile 
convert to Judaism had to be circumcised and baptized in order to become a Jew” (Moore, Judith, 87, italics in 
original). Of course, other possible reasons abound, not in the last place the prominent role the narrative 
accords an acknowledged femme fatale (cf. Craven, Artistry, 117: “To accept the Book of Judith as a canonical 
book would be to judge the story holy and authoritative. And to judge the story of the woman Judith holy and 
authoritative could indeed have been deemed a dangerous precedent by the ancient sages”). Ultimately, as 
Moore (p. 89-90) observes, a combination of these and possibly other reasons may have figured into the final 
decision not to include Judith in the canon. 
226 Another parallel that comes to mind is the narrative about Naaman, a commander in the army of Aram 
whom YHWH cured of his leprosy (2 Kings 5). Naaman, too, acknowledges that “there is no God in all the 
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executes his own circumcision, and he is not baptized nor otherwise officially welcomed into the 
community. 

Nevertheless, this conclusion must be nuanced to some extent. Achior’s choice for the God of 
Israel is prepared in the course of the narrative by an increasing identification with the Israelites. In 
this preparation, religious and ethnic identity markers play a role. Achior is very much familiar with 
Israel’s shared memories, which in turn overlap with its religious myths. The Assyrians take him into 
the ‘homeland’ of the Israelites, abandoning him in the vicinity of Bethulia. And several times, he 
betrays signs of solidarity with the people of Israel – forced, at first (6:8-9), but increasingly sincere in 
the course of the narrative (6:17-21; 14:5-10). Indeed, the only facet of ethnic identity in which 
Achior evidently has no share – a genealogy leading back to a common ancestor – is treated in a 
rather puzzling and perhaps even ironical manner in the book of Judith. As Schmitz remarks, the 
choice of words describing Achior’s ‘conversion’ is intriguing:  

 
Mit der endgültigen Aufnahme ins oi=koj Israel vollzieht Achior den Schritt vom pa,roikoj zum 
ka,toikoj. […] Mit seiner Entwicklung vom pa,roikoj zum ka,toikoj wird die Bewegung, die im 
Geschichtsrückblick als konstitutiv für die Geschichte Israels beschrieben wird, an seiner 
Figur paradigmatisch vollzogen.227 
 
As was the case with Ruth, Achior’s admittance into Israel turns out to be more than the 

work of one day, and encompasses more than a simple confession of faith.  
 

8.3.8.2 ‘And Circumcised His Uncircumcised Flesh’ 
The two more abstract aspects of Achior’s integration into Israel - ‘believing’ and ‘being 

added to the house of Israel’ – are interrupted by a blatantly physical action, reported in words that 
leave little to the imagination. Achior periete,meto th.n sa,rka th/j avkrobusti,aj auvtou, ‘circumcised the 
flesh of his uncircumcision’. Of course, circumcision as such is a standard marker of Israelite identity 
in both biblical and later rabbinic texts. However, the manner in which the book of Judith plays with 
the metaphorical import of male and female bodies and specific body parts suggests that there is 
more at stake here than the established rules of religious conversion. 

On a physical level, the circumcision can, perhaps be compared to Ruth’s pregnancy. In the 
case of Ruth, a woman, circumcision was not an option to mark her acceptance into Israel. However, 
conceiving and bearing the son of an Israelite was. It is these processes that physically mark Ruth 
becoming an Israelite woman, although her Israelite character had been established long ago. 
Similarly, Achior becomes not an Israelite per se, but an Israelite man. Once again, identity is 
determined at the intersection of religion, ethnicity, and gender. One aspect of Israelite manhood is 
shown in an accurate appreciation of Judith, an appreciation that looks past her beauty to discover 
her unique bond with the God of Israel (cf. above, sections 8.2.3.2 and 8.2.4.2). 

A brief comparison with Holofernes is revealing. As men, both Holofernes and Achior lose 
their head over Judith. In the case of the former, the embodiment of Israel’s perpetual enemy, this 
infatuation leads to his literal decapitation and symbolic castration (cf. below, section 8.4.5). In the 
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mule load of soil, apparently in order to take the potent God of Israel with him to Aram. 
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case of the latter, less drastic measures are employed, but here, too, un-Israelite masculinity is literally 
cut down to size, albeit voluntarily. Achior’s self-circumcision thus signifies not just a change in his 
physique but more importantly, a change of heart, encompassing, besides faith in the God of Israel, a 
changed appreciation of Judith – no longer (just) as a desirable woman, but one who, like Jael, is 
“blessed in all the tents of Judah” (14:7; cf. Jdg 5:24). 

 
One last question remains to be answered. Is Achior’s ‘conversion’ indicative of the 

beginning of ‘global salvation’, as LaCocque suggests? Does the book of Judith indeed represent the 
same faction as, e.g., the writer(s) of Isaiah 56, who warmly invite “the stranger who binds himself to 
YHWH” into the temple? Achior’s conversion seems to point in that direction. However, the rest of 
the book of Judith, particularly her psalm, undoes the openness and peacefulness suggested in 10:14 
almost entirely. Whereas Isaiah 56 and similar passages seem to seriously count on the willingness of 
the stranger to “keep the Sabbath without desecrating it and hold fast to my covenant” (Is 56:6), 
Judith focuses almost exclusively on those strangers who are intent on destroying Israel. She leaves 
little room for the possibility of groups from outside Israel desiring to follow YHWH. In that sense, 
then, Achior really is an exception to the rule, and not the paragon of a new, more inclusive construal 
of Israelite identity. 

 
8.4 Gender Identity in Judith 

Rigid though the book of Judith generally construes the borders between religious and ethnic 
insider and outsider, its construal of gender roles and ideals appears to be much more playful and 
malleable. In this regard, nothing seems stable, neither stereotypical notions of femininity and 
masculinity presumably prevalent in the cultural and discursive background of the book, nor those 
that have just been suggested by the text itself. Judith herself is the most eloquent example for this 
unstable gender identity. However, ultimately, neither abstract notions of gender nor social gender 
patterns are permanently altered. 

The apparent instability of gender norms has to do with the wide variety of gender 
stereotypes simultaneously present in the text rather than with an actual crossing or deconstruction 
of gender lines. Stereotypes and gender roles are not at all the same for all members of one ‘sex’. As 
LaCocque observes:  

 
The numerous literary parallels established by the author of the story with so many other 
Bible women are not just for the sake of comparison. The book grants to them en bloc a 
heretofore unrealized power through the cumulative effect of synchronism.228 
 
This synchronism of a variety of biblical women also entails a synchronism of a variety of 

gender patterns. In some cases, Judith borrows traits from male predecessors. Much more often, 
however, her actions can be read as instantiations of existing models of womanhood. 
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8.4.1 Fragile Women, Men of War? – Abstract Notions of Gender in Judith 

The text employs two rather abstract models of womanhood. One is the familiar ‘strange 
woman’, who already hovered in the background of Ruth. The other could be dubbed the ‘Dinah 
type’. 

At first sight, the book of Judith seems to thematize female self-determination and self-
sufficiency. Judith, the savior of her people, is admired by all, and intimidated by none. However, the 
qualities Judith embodies do not pertain to women in general. Turning away from the heroine for a 
moment to look at other women in the story, one rather gets the impression that the latter are an 
endangered species: as virgins, they may fall prey to rape (9:2, 4; 16:4), and as mothers, they are 
crushed together with their nurslings (16:4). Several times, they are mentioned in one breath with 
“young [i.e., not yet weapon-bearing] men” (neani,skoi) and “children” (nh,pia or paidi,a),229 
suggesting that these three groups have one important characteristic in common: vulnerability. 
Women as a group are, in short, cast in the Dinah-role – helpless, in danger of sexual and other 
abuse, and in need of someone else to defend their cause. In the terminology of cognitive linguistics, 
they are instances of a schema ‘woman as victim’, with Dinah as its most eloquent prototype. 

In the Hebrew Bible, men are generally portrayed as more belligerent than women – bearing 
a sword remains a male prerogative - but women pose a danger of a different, and no less potentially 
lethal kind. There is a second schema at work in the texts, which I have already elaborated in the 
analysis of Ruth’s ethnic identity: the ‘strange woman’ as present in, e.g., Proverbs230 and narrative 
texts like Num 25:1-4, Jdg 4:18-21 and 16:4-20, 1 Kgs 11:1-8, or even Gen 3. In each of these texts, 
woman is the beautiful but treacherous other, either causing the death of the man or men directly, or 
seducing them to some deadly sin. 

 
In the book of Judith both schemata - ‘Dinah’ and the ‘strange woman’ – are present. 

Women in the population of Bethulia are generally cast as prototypes of the Dinah-schema. Judith, 
too, describes herself in terms that suggest vulnerability: “widow” (9:9), “weak”, and “in despair” 
(9:11).231 As Rakel phrases it: “Wenn Judit wie Dina aus dem Schutz ihres Volkes in die Fremde, d.h. 
hier in das feindliche Lager, hinausgeht, dann ist sie die von Vergewaltigung bedrohte Dina.”232 

On the other hand, Judith also borrows extensively from the ‘strange-woman’ schema. The 
similarities are obvious: Judith is beautiful, and knows how to utilize this beauty in order to lull men 
into a false sense of security. She willingly exploits her sexuality and seductiveness, although certain 
moral and bodily lines are never crossed. Despite the stated weakness of women in general and 
herself in particular, Judith manages to single-handedly defeat Holofernes and, by extension, the 
entire Assyrian army. Although the fatal blow is delivered with a typically male weapon – a sword - 
Judith says with so many words that it is “through her face” that she was able to subdue Holofernes 

                                                             
229 Jdt 6:16; 7:22, 23; 16:5. 
230 Prov 2:16; 5:20; 6:24; 7:5; 20:16; 23:27. 
231 Of course, the latter attributes do not apply to Judith directly, but to those who enjoy the special protection 
of the God of Israel. However, the text implies that Judith regards herself as belonging to this group. 
232 Rakel, Schönheit, 195. 
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(13:16). As Merideth puts it, “[t]he message could not be more clear: women’s beauty and sexuality 
are dangerous to men because women use their attractiveness to deceive, harm and kill men.”233  

Yet Judith cannot be conflated entirely with the ‘strange woman’. She is too ‘familiar’, in the 
sense of belonging to the narrative’s in-group, to pass as a prototype of the former. Comparing the 
narratives about Delilah and Judith and their respective reception by readers of the biblical text, 
Merideth concludes that the tactics of the two women are more or less the same: both seduce a man 
of the enemy group, and in both cases, the man is incapacitated as a consequence. However, while the 
Philistine Delilah is cast as prototype of the ‘strange’ woman lying in wait to deceive and overpower a 
‘straight’ Israelite man, Judith, though employing very similar ‘weapons’, is vindicated both in the 
text itself and in the reception history (especially where male readers are concerned), because her 
‘weapons’ are employed in favor of the Israelites, not against them. Or, in Bach’s words:  

 
In spite of the manipulation of a threatening, powerful, and potentially excessive female 
sexuality glimpsed in their narratives, neither Esther nor Judith is ethnically other, figured as 
uncontrollable sexuality, as in the narratives of Delilah and Salomé.234 
 
Apparently, if, as in the book of Judith, the “ox going to the slaughter”235 is the prototypical 

enemy of the people, the ‘strange woman’ can become tantalizingly familiar. Indeed, Schmitz finds in 
Judith the embodiment, not of the proverbial strange woman but of her counterpart, Lady Wisdom: 
“Freilich kommt in der gesamten Erzählung die personifizierte Frau Weisheit nicht vor, doch kann 
man in der schriftgelehrten Judith das Paradigma einer weisheitstheologischen Lehrerin und Beterin 
sehen.”236 Once again, Judith unsettles the reader by combining apparently incompatible schemata. 
In the process, the schemata themselves are disrupted, if only for a moment.237 

 

8.4.2 And Their Women and Children They Sent to Their Homes - Material Realities in 

Judith 

It is more or less agreed that in most cultures of antiquity, including Judah, men occupied the 
public and women the private sphere, and women in general were regarded as a potential danger to 

                                                             
233 Merideth, ‘Desire,’ 76. According to Merideth, then, the “sexual politics are subsumed in traditional 
commentaries under national/military politics” (p. 75). See also more recently Jackson, Comedy for a 
comparative analysis of women like Rahab, Delilah, Jael, and Jezebel. 
234 Bach, Women, 208-209. 
235 Prov 7:22. 
236 Schmitz, Geschichte, 474. According to Schmitz, “Judit rettet nicht […] aufgrund ihrer Schönheit, sondern 
umgekehrt: Judits Rettungshandeln basiert auf ihrer theologischen Bildung und Gottesfurcht” (Schmitz, 
Geschichte, 47). 
237 According to Camp, the “apparent binary” between ‘Woman Wisdom’ and the ‘Strange Woman’ is “an 
imperfect one” to begin with (Camp, Wise, 14). She points to four ways in which this dichotomy is 
destabilized: ‘wise’ and ‘strange’ are no real opposites; both are embodied by female figures; the ambiguity 
inherent in narrative appropriations of the theme; the multi-layered struggle for identity in which the texts 
were conceived, which cannot be reduced to simple binaries like ‘wise’ or ‘holy’ and ‘strange’ (Camp, Wise, 
14-15). 
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male moral and religious purity.238 Large parts of the book of Judith indeed reflect this standard role 
pattern. However, in some instances, there seems to be something like gender equality in the 
community of Israel. Women mourn and pray with their husbands as the Assyrians approach (but 
then again, so do their cattle, 4:10). However, as elaborated above, women in general are cast in the 
traditional roles of virgin, mother, and potential victim of the Assyrian attack. The perspective is 
mostly male: women are but one aspect of the men’s possessions in danger of destruction: “And they 
cried out to the God of Israel, in unison and earnestly, not to give their children up for plundering, 
and their women for despoiling, and the cities of their inheritance for destruction…” (4:12; cf. 7:27; Is 
13:16). Consequently, the women are “sent to their houses” (7:32) as Bethulia waits for the Assyrian 
onslaught – or a divine miracle. 

The figure of Judith is often read as the embodiment of a radical but temporally limited 
deviation from standard gender role patterns.239 Indeed, the pious widow Judith represents, in every 
way, the opposite of what was just described as the role of women in general. As a widow, she is no 
man’s property. Neither is she victimized by the siege as the other women appear to be: while the rest 
of the city is “in deep humiliation” (7:32), Judith still has enough water to take a bath (10:3).240 She 
asserts her own sexuality in ways that do not seem to match her pious character at all.241 In the 
interaction between Judith and the elders of Bethulia and the high priest of Jerusalem, Judith assumes 
the role of leadership that one would expect to be the prerogative of these male authoritative figures. 
Last but not least: 

 
“Most unusual in the context of her times, Judith appears childless. Had she had children, 
the narrator would certainly have mentioned them, for the glory of a woman by the 
standards of those days was to be a wife and a mother, and to be childless was a disgrace. The 
author therefore seems to be suggesting, at least in the case of Judith, that a woman’s glory 
can consist in something else.”242 

                                                             
238 Archer, Rubies; Ross Shepard Kraemer, Her Share of the Blessings. Women’s Religions Among Pagans, Jews, 
and Christians in the Greco-Roman World, Oxford University Press, New York, Oxford 1992; Cynthia Baker, 
‘When Jews Were Women,’ History of Religions 45 (2005): 114-134. An amendment of this general 
observation can be found in, e.g., Tamara Cohn Eskenazi, ‘Out From the Shadows: Women in the Post-Exilic 
Era,’ in Athalya Brenner (ed.), A Feminist Companion to Samuel and Kings. Sheffield Academic Press, 
Sheffield 1994, 252-271. 
239 See, e.g., Levine, ‘Sacrifice and Salvation’. 
240 Day, ‘Faith,’ 83. 
241 It is intriguing, in this context, to consider Cynthia Baker’s study of the occurrence of ‘Jews’, ‘Israel’, and 
‘women’ in early Rabbinic literature. ‘Jews’ (i.e., persons indicated as yehudi [male singular], yehudim 
[masculine plural] or yehudit [feminine singular!], she observes, rarely figure in this literature except in 
instances of outsiders describing what insiders would call ‘Israel’. Female subjects of sex, too, are extremely 
rare (as opposed to female objects, which abound). However, “when the few ‘Jews’ in the Mishna appear, they 
do so in the company of these women” who, in some way, assert their own sexuality (Baker, ‘Jews,’ 115). 
Condensed into one statement, Baker concludes: “Good daughters of Israel, it appears, do not assert sexual 
subjectivity, but female Jewish subjects do” (p. 125). Clearly, the value put on female subjectivity in the book of 
Judith differs from Baker’s observations in Rabbinic literature, but the coupling of unorthodox approaches to 
female sexuality with the designation yehudit in both texts is striking. 
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What then, does this glory consist of, and on what does Judith base her authority? Is it her 

wisdom, her beauty, or her godliness that silences the men? Are her widowed state and her 
childlessness deficiencies or assets? And, most importantly, does Judith introduce a deviation from 
established social roles, or do her assertiveness and authority spring from an existing schema of 
womanhood? 

 
I suggest that the latter is the case. I have already elaborated two abstract schemata of 

womanhood: the ‘Dinah-type’, based on the vulnerable and sexually controlled virgin, and the 
‘strange woman’, who exploits her sexuality in order to lead her male victims astray. Judith’s 
authority over official male leaders, however, seems to be based on a third schema, which is rooted in 
social reality rather than (male) fancy (although the lines between the two are always thin): the wise 
woman or female diviner, well-known from stories such as Jdg 4-5, 2 Sam 14, and 2 Sam 20. Reading 
Judith as an appropriation of this social type helps account for her childlessness as well as for her 
seemingly unquestioned authority. In fact, one might say that the former in some measure facilitates 
the latter. As Esther J. Hamori points out, women sharing a special bond of intimacy with the deity 
do not usually conform to standard gender role patterns, neither in the Hebrew Bible nor in a variety 
of other cultural contexts:  

 
The literary construction of female diviners in the Hebrew Bible reflects a discomfort with 
the intersection of traditional female roles and prophetic, visionary, and other divinatory 
roles. Most women with special access to divine knowledge are depicted as living outside 
other social norms as well.243  
 
Such women are seldom wives and even more seldom mothers. Instead, they seem to take on 

the role of mother of the collective. The texts of Jdg 5:7 and 2 Sam 20:19 say as much, when they call 
Deborah and the wise woman of Abel “mothers in Israel.”244 Judith is not called a mother with so 
many words, but the ambiguous use of the 1st person pronoun in her psalm in Judith 16 does cast her 
as one who is responsible for the collective (see above, section 8.2.4.2). Like a mother, she resents the 
threat to “her nurslings and children”, and she extends her concern to “her borders” which the 
Assyrians threaten to light on fire (Jdt 16:4) 

Consequently, I suggest that the role Judith plays in the narrative, especially regarding her 
dealings with male figures of authority, does not have to be construed as an aberration or even 
liberation from standard gender roles. Rather, she embodies a specific kind of female social role – i.e., 
the role of female diviner – which, though enabling her to yield an authority over the men in her 
surroundings that other women could only dream of, nevertheless comes with its own fixed set of 
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conditions. The literary presence of a variety of other biblical women allows Judith to ‘mix-and-
match’ gender expectations and roles that had theretofore been assigned to separate women. As a 
consequence, she does enjoy a certain amount of power over the men around her – but not enough to 
effectually deconstruct the stereotypes themselves. 
 

After her mission is completed, Judith returns to her former life of chastity and seclusion 
(although no more mention is made of her hut on the roof). This, too, has often been read as 
indication that it is a man’s world, after all. Women may be allowed a short outing in order to rescue 
their people, but this must remain a once in a lifetime exception: “Judith herself must leave the public 
sphere, and life must return to normalcy. […] The inversion of gender roles is ended, and the status 
quo is reinforced.”245 

However, the reinstatement of conventional gender roles may not be the main focus here. 
Comparing Judith to Judas Maccabee, one could argue that while the latter establishes a dynasty of 
priests and kings, the former may be seen as prototype of a different form of leadership: spontaneous, 
limited in time, and oblivious to the politics of power. Approached as such, Judith’s return to her 
house reinforces the ad hoc character of her leadership and the voluntary abdication of powers she 
never meant to retain, rather than the ‘domestication’ of a powerful woman by the patriarchal status 
quo. 

 
8.4.3 And She Adorned Herself to the Beguilement of Every Man – Performing Gender in 

Judith 

Ruth, Esther, and Judith all put on a performance of their femininity that stands apart from 
everyday life and highlights their femininity in terms of their seductive qualities. The process of 
Judith’s transformation from unadorned widow to ‘femme fatale’ (10:3-4) is more elaborate, and 
even more pointedly aimed at seduction than was the case with either Ruth or Esther. The latter two 
‘dress to impress’ to secure the favor of one particular man. Judith, however, is more ambitious: she 
plans to “beguile every man who sets eyes on her” (10:4). Put into modern terms, she masquerades as 
‘Miss Universe’, fitted to the universal taste of men, whether Israelite (10:7), Assyrian (10:14), or 
otherwise (10:18).  

Judith literally takes off one identity (i.e., that of a pious widow), and goes through a brief 
period of transition (or liminality?) by bathing her body in water, before finally putting on the 
‘costume’ associated with her new role (10:3-4). Like Ruth, Judith leaves the outward signs of her 
widowhood behind and thus marks her (albeit feigned) availability for a new sexual encounter. And 
like Esther, she applies a whole regime of cosmetics and other adornments in order to exploit her 
seductive potential to the fullest. However, unlike Ruth and Esther, Judith plays her new role only 
temporarily, for the duration of her mission into the Assyrian camp.246 As soon as Holofernes is 
beheaded, Judith is no longer the seductress par excellence. Instead, she turns first into the 
commander-in-chief of the Israelite troops and, after the Assyrians have been routed, into one of the 
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women rejoicing over the victory. Finally, she returns to her house and her former status of 
widowhood. 

 
Based on the stage-play character and the limited duration of Judith’s public performance, 

Rakel denies this performance any anchoring in the ‘reality’ of Judith’s character. In the line of 
Irigaray’s concept of mimesis, she construes Judith as an actress whose script has been written by 
endless years of male phantasizing about female beauty. Judith can assume this role at will, and cast it 
off again once the need for it has passed, as she does indeed after the victory celebrations:  

 
Die Erzählung lässt Judit eine Mimesis betreiben, ein Anschauungsobjekt werden, ohne dass 
die Ökonomie des Textes dies als Realität der Figur behauptet. […] Die Schönheit, mit der 
Judit sich schmückt, wird zum Schein und zur Maskerade.247 
 
Such an approach seems to fit the elaborate description of Judith’s preparation well. 

However, the boundaries between the ‘real’ Judith and her mimesis are not as clear as Rakel suggests. 
Judith is introduced as a beauty from the outset, long before her transformation in 9:3-4. Her 
widow’s clothes do not annul her “good figure and very beautiful face” (8:7). The festive clothing she 
dons in 9:3-4 certainly has some effect, as witnessed by the men at the city wall who are astounded at 
her beauty (9:7). However, as argued above, the change that has come over Judith’s face may not be 
reducible to seductiveness. The possible allusion to Ex 34:30, 35 rather suggests an at least partially 
religious connotation of Judith’s changed appearance. Reversely, it is difficult to determine when and 
where the mimesis stops and the ‘real’ Judith takes over again. Is it in the tent with the sleeping 
Holofernes, when all pretenses come to an end and ‘Miss Universe’ literally turns into a femme 
fatale? Is the ‘real Judith’ the one who commands the Israelite army to rout the Assyrians and their 
allies? Is she the leader of the procession into Jerusalem and the religious rituals at the Temple? Or 
are all these roles separate instances of masquerade as well, and is it only when she returns to her 
home that her ‘real’ identity gets the upper hand again? 

This return could be interpreted as a reconsolidation of the gender roles Judith had 
temporarily managed to overturn.248 However, a reading that construes Judith’s performance as 
mimesis suggests the opposite: After all, as a widow, in her own house and untouched by the regime 
of the male gaze, Judith is free to perform her gender any way she pleases. It is precisely during her 
mission that she submits to the script – written by men – of the prototypical desirable (and 
potentially ‘strange’) woman. Judith’s allegedly self-determined assertion of the role of seductress 
and female warrior is thus complicated by the observation that it is precisely by appropriating the 
male notions of perfect femininity that she can play this role at all.  

 
All these questions point to one fundamental problem with construing Judith’s performance 

as a role that is in no way identical with her ‘real’ person, and can thus be assumed and discarded at 
will. This problem lies precisely in the assumption that such a ‘real person’ exists – an assumption 
that is problematic on the level of theory as well as on the level of the narrative itself.  
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On a theoretical level, Judith Butler sharply criticizes the notion that there could be an ‘I’ 
before the performance, or that the ‘I’ that performs stays somehow separate from the performance 
itself.249 “There is, she argues, no doer behind the deed. The doer becomes formed from the 
doing.”250 According to Butler, then, Judith cannot be construed as ‘not performing’ even before her 
masquerade. Neither is it possible to differentiate between ‘Judith per se’ and ‘Judith as 
seductress/female warrior/trickster/femme fatale’ during the masquerade. Rather, as elaborated 
above, Judith plays a variety of roles – Dinah, strange woman, wise woman, woman warrior, each of 
which contributes one facet to her embodiment of Israel, and neither one of which can be fixed as the 
‘real thing’.  

 
8.4.4 ‘I Am a Daughter of the Hebrews’ - Intersecting Identities in Judith 

In a sense, Judith’s entire mission depends on the disengagement of ethnic and religious 
identity and gender. It is crucial that the Assyrian soldiers see her as a woman – a beautiful woman, a 
desirable woman, an enigmatic woman, but not an Israelite woman who comes in defense of the 
Israelite cause. Judith, who calls herself “daughter of the Hebrews” (9:12) may come where no 
Israelite man would have been tolerated: into the tent of Holofernes himself. Rakel attributes this turn 
of events to Judith’s successful mimesis: “Das Juditbuch arbeitet narrativ mit einem mimetischen 
Prozess, der die Identität Judits als Israelitin hinter der Identität einer – scheinbaren – schönen Frau 
verbirgt.”251 It is true that Holofernes and his men seem entirely taken in by Judith’s beauty. And yet 
their response to Judith is ambivalent. On the one hand, they wonder, “who could despise this 
people, which has such women in their midst” (10:19). On the other hand, they immediately jump to 
conclusions about the men of Judith’s people, who, “if left alive, could deceive the entire earth”, and 
conclude that none of them may be left alive (also 10:19). Interestingly, they perceive no danger from 
Judith herself. Although she is literally a ‘strange woman’ for them, they have eyes only for one aspect 
of this schema – beauty and seductiveness. The other, equally import aspect of this schema, 
deceitfulness, is disassociated from Judith and instead linked to the men of her people. From the 
point of view of the Assyrians, the perfect performance of idealized gender identity trumps ethnic 
and religious identity. Like the Persian court in the book of Esther, they do not allow for intersecting 
identities where beautiful women are concerned.  

 
However, from the perspective of the Israelites (and especially Judith herself), the strict 

differentiation between ethnic and religious insiders and outsiders does not halt before women. The 
interlinked construal of ethnic/religious and gender-identity is phrased especially eloquently in 
Judith’s prayer in chapter 9. Appalled though Judith is by Dinah’s fate, and harshly though she 
condemns her assailants, she feels very differently about the women and virgins belonging to the 
group of said assailants. God himself, Judith asserts, “gave their women over as spoils and their 
virgins into captivity” (9:4). Ultimately, and unsurprisingly, the most important dividing lines in the 
book do not run between the genders but between different ethnic and religious groups.  
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249 Judith Butler, ‘Sex and Gender in Simone de Beauvoir’s Second Sex,’ Yale French Studies 72 (1986): ; Butler, 
Gender Trouble. 
250 Alsopp, Fitzsimons & Lennon, Theorizing Gender, 99. 
251 Rakel, Schönheit, 223, my italics. 
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8.4.5 ‘ The Lord Resisted Him With Female Hands’ - Gender Bending in Judith 

Does Judith combine gender-roles? Does she deconstruct them? Is she a ‘female warrior’? Or 
are these the wrong question, since they automatically assume pre-existing roles for each of the two 
genders? Does the text try to avoid characterizing Judith as violent, as Rakel argues,252 or does it, on 
the contrary, portray her as more violent than the situation calls for, as Day claims?253 And either 
way, what does the answer have to do with gender stereotypes that are constructed and deconstructed 
in and by the text? 

 
8.4.5.1 Female Wiles and Manly Weapons? 
The ‘weapons’ Judith employs on behalf of her community are worth a closer investigation in 

this regard. Merideth correctly observes that men both inside the story (“Blessed are you, daughter … 
above all women of the earth”)254 and in the reception history (“Judith was a saint”)255 lavish 
unqualified praise on Judith.256 However, other readers are more reserved. Peters observes:  

 
The contradictory aspects of Judith’s trickery versus her religious dimension, and her 
womanly wiles versus her viraginous qualities are integral to the plot of the myth, and have 
in fact been the point of contention between Judith’s admirers and her denigrators. Both 
struggle with the problem of ethics in the Book of Judith: supporters trying to reconcile her 
virtues – religiosity and absolute faith in God – with her tactics of seduction, while her 
vilifiers condemn her entirely because of her tactics.257 
 
Whether Judith’s deceitful dealings with Holofernes can be reconciled with her religiosity is 

not the main issue here. Biblical examples of other (mostly male) heroes of faith who employ 
duplicity in order to advance their own interests, abound – in fact, tricksterism has been approached 
as a theme pervading Israel’s entire early history.258 I am more interested in the apparent disparity 
between the notion that the danger posed by women lies in their use of seduction and/or deceit rather 
than in physical violence, and the factual use by Judith of both. 

                                                             
252 Rakel, Schönheit. 
253 Day, ‘Faith’. 
254 Jdt 13:18. 
255 Moore, Judith, 61. Moore does concede that “[s]he was also – for the sake of her God and her people – a 
shameless flatterer (11:7-8), a bold-faced liar (11:12-14, 18-19), and a ruthless assassin (13:7-8), with no 
respect for the dead (13:9-10, 15).” However, it seems that for Moore, the insertion “for the sake of her God 
and her people” more or less annuls all Judith’s morally dubious actions. 
256 According to Merideth, the positive appraisal of Judith’s deeds by male readers must be attributed to two 
factors: on the one hand, Judith’s repeatedly emphasized chastity, and on the other, an almost exclusive focus 
on the national/military politics at stake in the text: “They understand the central and primary conflict to be 
nationalistic: that of a Jewish hero conquering a powerful enemy” (Merideth, ‘Desire,’ 75). 
257 Peters, ‘Metamorphoses,’ 111-112. 
258 Cf. Naomi Steinberg, ‘Israelite Tricksters, Their Analogues and Cross-Cultural Study,’ Semeia 42 (1988): 1-
13 and Nicholas, Trickster. Well-known examples are Abraham (Gen 12 and 20), Jacob (Gen 27), and Ehud 
(Jdg 3).  
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Rather than approach Judith as the Israelite prototype of an Amazon, I suggest to focus on 
the metaphorical import of her victory over Holofernes. Put very briefly, this metaphorical import 
revolves around the notion that men are (physically) strong, while women are weak. Interestingly, the 
“offensichtliche Feminisierung des Anderen, wie sie etwa [Nah] 3,5-6 zum Ausdruck kommt”259 is 
lacking in the book of Judith. Rather than portraying Holofernes or Assyria as a prostitute who will be 
shamed, like Nahum does, the feminization of the enemy functions along more subtle lines in the 
book of Judith. Indeed, initially, Israel itself is feminized through her representatives Dinah and 
Judith. Yet ultimately, Judith, and by implication, Israel, take on the male role of victorious warrior, 
reducing the Assyrians to the submissive, female role. This process, however, is only implied, never 
expressed with so many words. 

 
8.4.5.2 Our soldier is a woman! 
“The LORD Almighty resisted him with female (qhlei,aj) hands”, Judith asserts as she 

celebrates her victory over Holofernes (16:5). Twice before, the text emphasizes that ‘female hands’ 
have overthrown Holofernes and the Assyrians (9:10; 13:15). The various other allusions to Judith’s 
hands (8:33; 9:9; 12:4; 13:14, and 15:10) support the conclusion that this is a leading motif in the 
entire book.260  

The assassination of Holofernes at the hand of the woman Judith has often been interpreted 
as belonging to the same conceptual domain as, e.g., Sisera’s death at the hands of Jael, or Jdg 9:54, 
which describes Abimelek as mortally afraid of being killed “by the hand of a gunh,.“ Abimelek’s fear 
is understandable in the light of Chapman’s research on gendered metaphorical language of warfare 
in Israel and Assyria: 

 
In the case of Assyria and the Bible, the overlapping associated commonplaces from the 
domains of women and defeated soldiers include weakness in the face of battle, fear in battle, 
and inability to handle a weapon.261 
 

                                                             
259 Hagedorn, Die Anderen, 89. 
260 E.g., Zenger, Judit; Rakel, Schönheit, 120. 
261 Chapman, Gendered Language, 13. See also above, section 7.4.4. Chapman continues: “Different contexts 
evoke different subsets within the overlapping set of associated commonplaces. What we will see in the 
following chapters is that victory over the enemy as achieved by the Assyrians evoked the associated 
commonplaces of an enemy soldier’s broken bow, his fear being like that of a woman in travail, and his king 
being likened to a prostitute. The defeat experienced by the Israelites and the Judeans, on the other hand, 
evoked a related but different set of associated commonplaces, namely those of whoredom and adultery of the 
capital city.” As pointed out above, Lemos offers an intriguing reading of passages such as these based on 
postcolonial theory (Lemos, ‘Women’). She suggests that at the basis of the whoredom/rape metaphor of 
prophetic discourse is not misogyny per se, but a masculinity that is bruised and shamed through the 
experience of military defeat and exile: “Ezekiel is the victim here – sometimes biblical scholars, particularly 
those with feminist interests, seem to forget this. He expressed his victimhood in the most misogynistic and 
violent of terms, but it is at base a self-hatred he is expressing. […] It is surprising how often readers of Ezekiel 
either excuse the husband or vent anger and disgust at the author, forgetting that the battered wife is the 
author” (Lemos, ‘Women,’ 98-99). 
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To die at the hand of another soldier – a peer, so to speak - was uncomfortable enough, but to 
be killed by a woman – the embodiment of everything that was weak, fearful, and unfit for battle - 
would have been the height of humiliation. Even with a broken skull, Abimelek was well enough 
aware of the conceptual ramifications of death at a woman’s hand to beg to be euthanized by one of 
his soldiers (Jdg 9:54). Bagoas, Holofernes’ personal attendant, seems to reason from within the same 
conceptual domain. Finding his master decapitated and Judith gone, he exclaims:  

 
vHqe,thsan oiv dou/loi( evpoi,hsen 

aivscu,nhn mi,a gunh. Ebrai,wn eivj to.n 

oi=kon tou/ basile,wj Naboucodonosor\ 

o[ti ivdou. Olofe,rnej camai,kai. h` 

kefalh. ouvk e;stin evp v auvtw/|) 

 “The slaves have rebelled – one 
woman of the Hebrews has wrought 
shame for the house of King 
Nabuchodonosor: for look, 
Holofernes is on the ground, and his 
head is not on him!” 

 
Boagas’ central statement is not simply that Judith has killed Holofernes, but that she has 

brought shame (aivscu,nh) on the entire house of King Nabuchodonosor.262 His outcry gains an extra 
dimension when set against the aivscu,nh that Holofernes did not manage to commit with Judith 
(13:16).263 

The text explicitly and playfully employs the metaphoric field based on the conceptual notion 
that ‘victorious soldiers are male’ and ‘defeated soldiers are female’, both by repeatedly emphasizing 
Judith’s femininity and by symbolically unmanning Holofernes. Indeed, the narrative lives by the 
grace of precisely this metaphor: the fact that Holofernes, the mighty captain of a king who proclaims 
himself Lord of the entire earth, is killed by a woman is responsible for a large part of the text’s 
surprising and ironic quality.  
 

To make matters worse (for Holofernes), the text exploits yet another facet of the basic 
assumption ‘women are unfit for battle’/’defeated soldiers are women’ by symbolically castrating 

                                                             
262 Interestingly, Bagoas defines Judith as a gunh. rather than a qhlu,j, contrary to the rest of the book. Qhlu,j 

stems from the verb qhla,zw, ‘to nurse’, and in classical Greek, it carries connotations of a femininity that is soft 
or weak. However, the LXX does not necessarily support these connotations: there, qhlu,j is used simply to 
denote the female counterpart of a male subject (usually indicated as a;rshn), whether human or animal (e.g., 
Gen 1:27; 5:2; 6:19; Ex 1:16, 22; Lev 3:1, 6). Gunh, on the other hand, carries stronger socio-cultural 
connotations (Rakel, Schönheit, 123). Rakel claims: “Mit dem Substantiv qhlu,j entscheidet sich der Text für 
einen Begriff, der die Geschlechterdifferenz, jedoch nicht in erster Linie den ‘gender factor’, sondern die 
biologische Differenz, deutlich betont” (Rakel, Schönheit, 122). Consequently, Rakel concludes that the ‘hand 
of a woman’ in the book of Judith cannot be interpreted as part of the same conceptual domain as Jdg 9:54, 
with the possible exception of Bagoas’ remark about the shame wrought by a gunh, (Rakel, Schönheit, 123). 
263 Schmitz observes: “Im Juditbuch wird mit der Doppelbedeutung von ‘Schändung’ und ‘Schande’ gespielt: 
Die Erinnerung an die Schändung Dinas (Jdt 9,2d) als Gefahr für Judit […] wird durch die Schande 
konstrastiert, die das riesige Assyrische Heer wegen der Ermordung ihres Generals erlebt […]” (Schmitz, 
Geschichte, 249). 
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Holofernes.264 Sigmund Freud first developed the notion that decapitation symbolizes castration 
based on his analysis of the myth of Medusa.265 According to Freud, fear of the severed head equals 
fear of castration. Read through the lenses of psychoanalysis, the book of Judith makes use of the 
subconscious association between decapitation and castration in order to humiliate Holofernes even 
further. Not only is he killed by a creature completely unfit for battle, suggesting his ‘unmanning’ 
metaphorically, but his ‘degradation’ to the level of a woman is accomplished on the symbolic level as 
well. Admittedly, despite Freud’s aspirations to universally applicable insights about the human 
psyche, it is always precarious to apply modern theories to ancient texts. Would Judith’s first readers 
have made the link between decapitation and loss of manhood as well? The very common practice in 
the ANE to ritually decapitate enemies even after their death implies that the head did have symbolic 
connotations of some kind. Wolff states: “Der Kopf wird zum Bild alles Hohen (Gn 8,5 11,4 Jes 2,2) 
und Beherrschenden (Ri 11,8 Jes 9,13 Mi 2,13).”266 Schroer and Staubli conclude: “Die Enthauptung 
ist im Alten Testament eine häufige Art der Tötung, die die totale Vernichtung eines Gegners 
besonders drastisch bekräftigt.”267 Interestingly, throughout the Hebrew Bible there is not one 
instance in which a woman is decapitated – this particular form of death or ritual modification of the 
body seems to be reserved for men.268 Perhaps, then, the association between loss of head and loss of 
masculinity was part of the ancient conceptual world after all. If it was, Holofernes’ downfall was 
made complete on the metaphorical and symbolic as well as the physical level.  

 
8.4.5.3 Judith’s Hands As YHWH’s Hands 
The palpable symbolic function of Judith’s ceiri. qhlei,aj works in another direction as well. 

In the Hebrew Bible, hands in general stand for activity and creativity: “Arbeit ist – biblisch 
gesprochen – das Werk unserer Hände.”269 More relevant in the present context, however, are 

                                                             
264 Sigmund Freud, ‘Medusa’s Head,’ Int. Z. Psychoanal. Imago 25 (1940): 105-106. Freud does not contend 
that masculinity rests in the head construed as the seat of reason. On the contrary, one might say: The head 
(specifically Medusa’s severed head) in Freud’s theory functions as a symbol of the female genitalia, which are 
essentially defined by the absence of a penis. Based on Freud’s theory, Bal explores the gender implications of 
Judith’s decapitation of Holofernes and of the many representations of the scene in visual art (Bal, ‘Head 
Hunting’). See also Alan Dundes, ‘Comment on “Narrative Structures in the Book of Judith”,’ in Luis Alonzo 
Schökel & Wilhelm W. Wuellner (eds), Narrative Structures in the Book of Judith. Protocol of the Colloquy of 
the Center for Hermeneutical Studies in Hellenistic and Modern Culture. Center for Hermeneutical Studies, 
Berkeley 1975, 29: “In sexual terms, the humiliation of Holofernes is complete. Not only did he not penetrate 
the narrow passage to the city, but he lost his head over a pretty woman, with the loss of his sword and head 
constituting symbolic castration.” See, however, Hélène Cixous, ‘The Laugh of the Medusa,’ Signs 1 (1976): 
875-893 and Hélène Cixous, ‘Castration or Decapitation?,’ Signs 7 (1981): 41-55 for a critical appraisal of the 
decapitation = castration paradigm. 
265 This creature of Greek mythology with a woman’s face and venomous snakes instead of hair reportedly had 
truly ‘killing looks’ – anyone gazing directly at her would be instantly turned into stone. Perseus, who manages 
to let her behold her own likeness mirrored on his shield, finally kills her. 
266 Hans Walter Wolff, Anthropologie des Alten Testaments, Kaiser, München 1977, 110. 
267 Schroer & Staubli, Körpersymbolik, 93-94. 
268 Conversely, when the royal eunuchs look for Jezebel’s body in order to bury her, they find only her head, 
hands, and feet – the rest of her body has been eaten by dogs (2 Kgs 9:35-36). 
269 Schroer & Staubli, Körpersymbolik, 185. See, e.g., Dtr 2:7; 16:15; Dtr 28:12;  
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associations with authority and power: “So ist denn die Hand sehr oft ein Synonym für Macht, 
Gewalt und Willkür.”270 Both connotations – creativity and power - reverberate in the “hand of 
YHWH”, an omnipresent metaphor expressing God’s involvement with his creation:  

 
Aber immer ist es JHWH, der als Schicksalsmacht über diese Macht befindet. Er ist es, der 
Kanaan in die Hand Israels gibt, Israel in die Hand der Philister oder Ägypten in die Hand 
Assurs, seine Hand waltet in der Geschichte der Mächtigen und Ohnmächtigen.271  
 
By emphasizing her ‘female hand’, Judith casts herself as one of the “Ohnmächtigen” 

(powerless ones). At the same time, however, the text repeatedly connects Judith’s hands with those 
of YHWH. Even before her mission, Judith announces “the Lord will save Israel through my hand” 
(8:33). In her prayer, she asks God to “give in my, a widow’s hands, the power I conceive” (9:9). In 
13:14-15, Judith describes God as the author of her triumph: “Praise God … who has broken the 
enemy through my hands this very night. … And God has struck him with a female (qhlu,j) hand.” 
Similarly, in 16:5 she asserts “the Lord Almighty resisted him with female (qhlei,aj) hands.” As 
elaborated above, the boundaries between YHWH and his earthly representative are thin, and at 
times apparently non-existent. Focusing on the gender-implications of the blurred lines between 
Judith and her (male) God, specifically understood as part of a process of metaphorization and 
embodiment, the question arises which conceptual domain is being mapped onto which other. Is 
Zenger right to assume that Judith mirrors and embodies the divine power, turning her into a 
“weibliche Epiphanie des Rettergottes”?272 Or is the reverse the case? Does YHWH gain ‘female’ 
qualities by being embodied in a ‘weak’ woman? Rather than decide in favor of one of these 
construals, I suggest that YHWH wielding the hand of a woman is one more example of a two-way-
communication whereby the meaning of both concepts – ‘God’ and ‘Judith’ – is altered to some 
extent. 

 
Returning to the initial questions – in how far does Judith combine, deconstruct, or bend 

gender norms – the answer is ambiguous. By letting a woman defeat the mighty Holofernes, the text 
seems to overturn stereotypical notions of male strength and female weakness. The close association 
between Judith and her (male) God also points in the direction of an amendment of conventional 
notions of gender. And yet at the same time, the text lives by the grace of these same conventional 
notions – without them, Holofernes’ defeat at the hands of Judith would not be half as spectacular, 
nor could the Israelites be as gleefully triumphant.273 

                                                             
270 Schroer & Staubli, Körpersymbolik, 185. See, e.g., Gen 9:2; 16:6; Ex 17:12; Josh 9:25. Intriguingly, the male 
member is also often described as ‘hand’ (e.g., Song 5:4). Schroer and Staubli point out: “Durch die 
Umschreibung mit ‘Hand’ wird der kraft-und machtvolle Aspekt des männlichen Gliedes betont” (Schroer & 
Staubli, Körpersymbolik, 187). It would lead too far, perhaps, to discover any direct association between 
Judith’s ‘female hand’ and the male member. But in a context where notions of virility and effiminization are 
being negotiated, the connotation is perhaps not so strange after all. 
271 Schroer & Staubli, Körpersymbolik, 185. Cf., e.g., Ex 9:3; Dtr 2:15; Josh 4:24; Jdg 2:15; 1 Sam 7:13; 2 Sam 
14:14; Is 19:16; Is 59:1; 64:8; Ps 8:6;  27:4-5; 110:7; Prov 21:1; Ezra 7:6. 
272 Zenger, ‘Erkennen,’ 33. 
273 Gale A. Yee, in her analysis of the metaphorical import of the Deborah/Jael narrative, similarly concludes: 
“Instead of a warrior defending her people and her household, Jael becomes at the hands of the male author a 
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Perhaps, then, everything comes down – again – to the interlocking of gender with ethnic 
and religious identity. If one of the aims of the book is to celebrate Israelite identity and, in the 
process, to humiliate any aggressors against Israel, then the ‘your soldiers are women-metaphor’ is a 
very effective literary device to achieve this aim. The metaphor is used to the fullest by not only 
unmanning Holofernes but, especially, by staging his downfall at the hands of a woman. The 
metaphor itself is not thereby dismantled, although through her victory, Judith gains some of the 
qualities associated with successful – i.e., male – soldiers. 

 

8.5 Conclusions: Embodying Israel in the Book of Judith 

The book of Judith presents the reader with a very specific imagined community of Israel. 
With the exception of Achior’s integration, the borders of this community are tightly closed. By 
means of language, often sharper than a double-edged sword, in-and out-group are firmly 
established. The in-group consists of all Israel – contrary to 1 and 2 Maccabees, the book of Judith 
does not differentiate between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ Israelites. The out-group consists of everybody else. 
The Assyrians, especially Holofernes and Nabuchodonosor, have a distinct role to play in this regard: 
like the Agagite Haman, they embody the perpetual threat to Israel’s physical and ideological survival 
and to the supremacy of its God. 

Both religious and ethnic identity markers are employed to construct the borders of the 
imagined community, and the ‘stuff’ inside this border has both religious and ethnic characteristics 
as well. Ethnic notions such as a common proper name, shared bloodlines and historical memories, 
homeland, and solidarity can all be detected in the text. However, in each case, ethnic identity proves 
to be inseparable from religious identity. This is especially obvious regarding ‘common culture’ – 
anything that might pass as a typically Israelite custom or trait can be reduced to religious practices. 
Ultimately, what Hutchinson and Smith treat as but one sub-aspect of ‘shared culture’ – religion – is 
revealed to be the motif underlying not only ‘shared culture’, but all notions of ethnic identity. 

Regarding religious identity, three traits are especially noteworthy: the firm anchoring of the 
book of Judith in other biblical literature by means of explicit or implicit intertextuality, the overflow 
(sometimes overkill) of ritual acts, and a deity whose presence and character are ambivalent at best. 

Judith’s genotexts are not only numerous but also diverse: explicit references to the 
patriarchal narratives are supplemented by parallels in terms of plot structure with texts from the 
Deuteronomistic history and vocabulary that borrows from prophetic literature and Psalms. Both the 
density and the nature of the intertexts serve, once again, to create a strong in-group identity. 
Although less secretive in this regard than the book of Esther, the book of Judith, too, presupposes a 
readership that is intimately familiar with Israel’s sacred literature. Nevertheless, the author does not 
hesitate to freely play with his genotexts, and to appropriate them in the manner that best fits his 
purposes.  

                                                                                                                                                                                              
temptress, deceiver, and ultimately a castrator. Likewise, Deborah’s military leadership is subsumed under a 
larger story about male dishonor. As women warriors Deborah and Jael become for the male author 
metaphorical strategies of entitlement, functioning primarily as the agents of male shame” (Yee, ‘Woman 
Warrior,’ 117). 
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The ritual world of the book is characterized by a similar balancing act between ‘tradition’ 
and ‘innovation’. Next to a host of conventional rituals (temple sacrifice, prayer, mourning rituals, 
etc.), the reader encounters many instances of ritualization and interiorized sacrifice. Most of these 
revolve around the figure of Judith, who styles herself as a holy warrior and her mission to the 
Assyrian camp as part of a ‘war of YHWH’. 

 God’s character and involvement in the narrative are difficult to pinpoint. He is very much 
the God of Israel – they are his inheritance (9:12), and look towards him for deliverance (4:12). He is 
the protector of the weak and the humble (9:11), as long as the humble ones are part of Israel. On the 
other hand, God is visible only through Judith. Both by her acts and her words, she represents 
YHWH to her audience. The people of Bethulia and the reader alike must depend on her construal 
and execution of the divine will.  

 
How, then, is this Israel, with almost impassable borders, rooted in tradition and yet 

confident enough to alter it at need, with a God who is both present and absent and makes use of very 
unorthodox representatives, embodied in the book of Judith? 

The intricate and sometimes ambivalent construal of Israelite identity cannot be captured by 
just one figure. In the books of Ruth and Esther, the embodiment of Israelite communal identity was 
not limited to one protagonist, either – both Boaz and Mordecai functioned as embodiments of their 
community in one sense or another. In the book of Judith, however, there are no men playing a 
comparable role. The Israelite community is embodied in two distinct ways, by two females, each of 
whom introduces one or several schemata of womanhood. One, investigated above under the 
heading of ‘community, centers on Dinah, on ‘woman as victim’, painfully penetrable in her 
weakness and innocence. The other, of course, is Judith herself. As a woman, Judith partakes of 
Dinah’s precarious condition, but she casts off the role of victim like her widow’s attire. Although no 
less potentially penetrable than Dinah, Judith deploys a power similar to the proverbial ‘strange 
woman’.  
 

In some regards, the identification between the heroine and her community is very explicit: 
Judith’s very name means “the Jewess”, and this is not the only clue: “Like her name, gender and 
widowhood, Judith’s genealogy betrays her metaphoric function.”274 Nevertheless, this identification 
is not unchallenged. Levine, for example, argues:  

 
Judith appears at first to be a classic metaphor both for the nation and for all women. Not 
only does her name mean ‘the Jewess’, but she is also a widow, for the Jewish nation is living 
at the time of grave danger and affliction, like a forlorn widow. […] But this metaphoric 
identification of Judith with the Jewish community as well as beyond to Gentile women 
breaks down. Judith the woman can only incompletely represent Israel. The community is 
historically active; women per se are not.275 
 
Levine assumes – correctly, to some extent - that the Hebrew Bible and the culture in which it 

was written portray women per se as ’not active’, and the community, conversely, as ‘active. 

                                                             
274 Levine, ‘Sacrifice and Salvation,’ 214.  
275 Levine, ‘Sacrifice and Salvation,’ 210-211. 
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However, it seems to me that this is precisely not the point in the book of Judith. In this narrative, it is 
the community that is characterized as too passive, too much caught up in the Dinah-schema to 
actively seek a way out of their predicament. Dinah, not Judith, embodies the actual or perceived 
situation of the nation as “living at the time of grave danger and affliction.”276 Judith, on the other 
hand, represents the community as it should be: confident, resourceful, and, above all, pious. Judith is 
vulnerable like Dinah, but also a menacingly beautiful and successful trickster.  

At first sight, the unabashed utilization of her seductive powers seems to present a problem if 
Judith is to embody Israel, since it calls to mind prophetic images of Israel/Jerusalem as adulterous 
wife (e.g., Ez 23). As Levine puts it: “Faithful Israel is sexually controlled; her faithless antitype is 
sexually loose.”277 At times, Judith ventures dangerously close to the faithless antitype so familiar 
from wisdom literature and prophetic speech. Consequently, everything is done in order differentiate 
Judith both from the ‘strange woman’ and the prophetic images.278 As a widow, Judith’s sexuality is 
no man’s property, and no man’s property rights are violated by her excursion to the Assyrian camp. 
Additionally, even though the option of intercourse with Holofernes is suggested (and is actively 
furthered by the latter), suggestion is really all that takes place, as Judith triumphantly reports in 
13:16. 
 

As a trickster, even one who makes creative use of seduction, Judith is but one link in a long 
chain of Israelite (anti-)heroes.279 Interestingly, although the plot of her story resembles those of 
other female tricksters (notably Delilah and Jael), her own speeches link her actions to male biblical 
tricksters (Simeon and Jacob).280 Like her forefathers, Judith is a master of deception. And rather than 
condemning her for such morally dubitable practices, all Israel praises Judith for her duplicity.281  

It is precisely as triumphant trickster, then, that Judith fully embodies her community. The 
risk she has taken pays off. Despite his stated purpose to do so, Holofernes does not succeed in 
committing “disgrace and shame” with her (mi,asma kai. aivscu,nhn, cf. 9:2, 8!) – Judith does not share 
Dinah’s fate, and neither does the community both women represent. 

 

                                                             
276 Levine, ‘Sacrifice and Salvation,’ 210. 
277 Levine, ‘Sacrifice and Salvation,’ 211. 
278 Cf. Jackson’s observations on other biblical female tricksters who exploit their sexuality in order to gain 
their ends (Jackson, Comedy). According to Jackson, women like Tamar, Rahab, and Jael are integrated into 
the text in such a way as to “contain and control” their subversiveness: “This redactional work does not 
obliterate the comedy; it instead shifts the comedy’s function from one of subversion to one of preservation, 
effectively turning the commedy from grass-roots resistance to state-sponsored propaganda” (Jackson, 
Comedy, 245). 
279 Jackson, Comedy, 225. 
280 Cf. Schmitz, Geschichte, 451: “Dass gerade männliche und keine weiblichen trickster-Gestalten in den 
Sprechhandlungen aktualisiert werden, durchbricht das Klischee der mit Lüge und Betrug operierenden 
biblischen Frauengestalten.” 
281 Indeed, Nicholas proposes that tricksterism is integral to Israel’s self-understanding in the exilic and post-
exilic period (Nicholas, Trickster). See also below, section 9.3. 
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Admittedly, towards the end, the narrative seems to be startled by its own unorthodox 
tendencies, and veers towards “containment and control”282 of its trickster heroine. Milne concludes: 
“As woman, Judith remains Other, both to the male-defined world and to women within it. Her very 
public activity creates a crisis in the world of Israelite patriarchy.”283 However, perhaps Judith’s 
‘otherness’ can better be construed along different lines. There are moments in the narrative when 
Judith seems to function as an icon of the divine rather than as an embodiment of her human 
community. Her weak, female hand is identified as YHWH’s (16:5), and she and YHWH seem to 
have joint custody of the land of Israel and its inhabitants (16:4). As the deliverer of her people, Judith 
the Jewess transcends her community. Her body – literally, her hand – bridges the gap between the 
human and the divine. 

                                                             
282 Jackson, Comedy, 245. 
283 Pamela J. Milne, ‘What Shall We Do With Judith? A Feminist Reassessment of a Biblical “Heroine”,’ 
Semeia 62 (1993): 44. 
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Conclusions 
 
Sometimes, language is just language; 

Other times, it is a small component in a grander cultural 

component.1 

 

9. Of Israelites, Women, and Other Strangers 
 
The declared aim of my analysis has been to “uncover processes of religious and ethnic 

identity formation in the books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith and to explicitly link these processes to 
the use of female protagonists as embodiments of this identity.” The historical background of 
Diaspora, Return, and political and religious reassertion provided one of the presuppositions 
underlying the analyses, namely, that literature from this period would likely be concerned with the 
religious and/or ethnic identity of ‘Israel’. My reading of Ruth, Esther, and Judith confirms this 
assumption: although the plot of each narrative is concerned with variations of the theme of survival 
in a hostile world, the basic question underlying them is a different one: “Who are we, and who is our 
‘other’?” 

 The answers provided in each book are multi-faceted, and a simple list of religious or ethnic 
markers does not do justice to the communities imagined in the texts. Helpful though such lists have 
proven as heuristic tools, the specific nature of these imagined communities can be grasped only by 
focusing on less tangible characteristics of the narratives: the countless instances of metaphorization, 
symbolization, and embodiment, and the implicit ideological rules underlying the texts. 

The structure of my conclusions reflects this insight. I start by summarizing the findings 
gleaned from the analyses. Rather than just enumerate the various religious and ethnic markers 
visible in the texts, I suggest one root metaphor, one central image for ‘Israel’ that arises – in my view 
- from each narrative. I then turn to the rules (i.e., the ideological framework) structuring the texts, 
and offer some tentative conclusions about the location of the texts within the discourses of ‘2nd 
Temple Judaism’. Finally, I enquire after the specific function of the female main characters, 
suggesting that they can be read as reconfigurations of Israel in a situation marked not only by 
marginalization and fragmentation, but also by (re-)construction and (re-)assertion. 

 
9.1 Imagining Israel – Embodying Israel 

What is accomplished by reading Ruth, Esther, and Judith as embodiments of Israel? How do 
their individual bodies contribute to characterizing and representing the community? One function, 
I would argue, is to portray the community as both vulnerable and resilient, and to show the 
possibility of resistance even if access to conventional instruments of power is denied. I will return to 
this more general function, shared by all three female figures, below. First, however, I want to focus 
on the specificity of each figure, and of the ‘Israel’ imagined in each narrative. I suggest that the 

                                                             
1 Aaron, ‘Reflections,’ 473. 
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female protagonists and their roles within the plot generate root metaphors for the particular 
community envisioned in the texts that bear their names. In a nutshell, in Ruth, Israel can be 
construed as a house. In Esther, it carries many connotations of a secret society. In Judith, the double 
image of sanctuary and holy army expresses the community’s self-understanding. ‘Imagined 
community’ and ‘embodied community’ intersect, as each of these root metaphors comes to life in 
the respective female protagonists. At the same time, the intersection and intra-action of diverse 
aspects of identity becomes visible, as each woman embodies not ‘womanhood’ per se, however 
destabilized, but very particular instances of womanhood (young, old, mother, widow, Israelite, non-
Israelite, wealthy, destitute, pious, agnostic, etc.).  

The contours of the imagined communities are brought into sharp relief by interactions with 
‘others’. In some cases, these religious and/or ethnic ‘others’ threaten the identity or even existence 
of the imagined community. In other cases, however, they join ranks with the Jews/Israelites, whether 
from a sincere desire to be accepted into the community (Ruth and Achior) or from an instinct of 
self-preservation (the ‘Judaizers’ of Est 8:17). In all cases, the female figure acts as focal point of 
interaction between self and other. 
 

9.1.1 ‘Come On In, But Wipe Your Feet’ 

Israel in the book of Ruth is a community characterized by the mutual commitment 
exemplified by family ties. The community Ruth joins is imagined as a ‘house’ – not a ba tyb in the 
conventional (patriarchal) sense of the term, but a place where the dsx practiced by all members 
ensures the ethnic (notably genealogical) and religious (notably narrative and ethical) survival of the 
group. Consequently, it is embodied not by individuals but by the relationships between them. Ruth, 
Naomi, and Boaz each contribute distinctly to the image of the community as a house where strange 
women become mothers in Israel, widows see their life renewed, and men of valor accept their role as 
redeemer. Each protagonist embodies one aspect of this dynamic, one subgroup within the 
patchwork that Israel has become in the aftermath of Exile and Return. Naomi, the widow, can be 
construed as the generation that is traumatized by the effects of defeat and exile, and whose return to 
the Land is everything but a triumphal procession. Ruth represents those groups whom orthodoxy 
does not recognize as valid members of Israel, but who earn their place by committing themselves to 
everything that is Israelite, on the level of both religion and ethnicity. The narrative of Israel is 
inscribed into Ruth’s body, and it continues through her body. Penetrability, in this case, carries 
positive connotations: if circumstances are right, Israel’s borders can be opened. Admittedly, the 
matter is complicated by the observation that the ‘border’ is located in the body of a Moabite. 
However, by this time, Ruth is no longer a Moabite – she has been so thoroughly ‘Israelized’ as to be 
able to serve as embodiment of her new ethnic and religious home. An ‘other’ has become a ‘mother’ 
– in Israel, and for Israel. Besides blurring the lines between in-and out-group, Ruth’s pregnancy and 
the birth of Obed, explicitly interpreted as divine blessing, foreshadow a brighter future for a people 
still scarred by the traumas of the past.  

Boaz, finally, has a double role to play. On the horizontal level, he embodies the ‘straight’, 
successful, autochthonous Israelite, unaffected by Exile, economic hardship, or exclusion. Still, this 
pillar of the community learns that in order to turn his house into a father’s house, he has to ‘sleep 
with the enemy’, and reconfigure his masculinity on the basis of moral rather than physical qualities. 
There is no room for warrior-mentality in the book of Ruth, except, perhaps in a distant future, in the 
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person of David. On the vertical level, Boaz can be read as embodiment of YHWH. The latter, in this 
case, is neither the warrior god fighting on behalf of his people nor an enraged divine husband 
judging them for their sins, but the husband-redeemer of desolate Israel. 

The condition for admission into the house of this ‘Father’ is identification with Israel and a 
conduct that bespeaks commitment to the values Israel holds dear. Neither ethnic nor religious 
identity is treated as fixed. Admittedly, changing them is not the work of one day. The confession of 
YHWH’s name is a necessary but insufficient condition for joining ‘Israel’. It takes a combination of 
ritualized speech acts and real acts (marriage and childbirth) by both Ruth and the Bethlehemites to 
replace the former’s genealogy with an Israelite one, and to accept her as one through whom YHWH 
can work his blessings (Ruth 4:14-15). Still, however lengthy and complicated the process may be, the 
text implies that it is, at least, possible. It is, in Austin’s words, felicitous.2 

Interestingly, at least at first sight, the text does not contain even a hint of hostility towards 
non-Israelites. Moab is the land of plenty, and its inhabitants show none of the idolatrous or 
inhospitable tendencies characterizing their ancestors in Israelite memory. The book’s irenic attitude, 
even towards one of Israel’s oldest enemies, is confirmed by the reconfiguration of two concepts: vya 
lyx rwbg, ‘man of valor’, and xwnm / hxwnm, ‘rest’. Both are taken out of their natural habitat in the 
semantic field of (holy) warfare and re-inscribed into the metaphor of the house. By referring to 
known stereotypes (the strange woman, the Moabite, the man of valor, etc.), the text situates itself 
within conventional Israelite discourse, although it then goes on to bend the rules of this discourse by 
grounding and integrating each stereotype in a rather unorthodox way. 

 
9.1.2 Can You Keep a Secret? 

Like Ruth’s, Esther’s body proves penetrable, first by cosmetic substances, then by Ahasuerus 
himself. It is the site of intense struggles of identity. Ultimately, Esther’s ‘Jewish’ identity prevails, but 
close encounters with the Persian court, its rituals, and its king have left their marks. It is only under 
great pressure that Esther claims her identity as a Jew. Indeed, one wonders whether she deserves to 
be called a Jew at all – the book bearing her name, in any case, abstains from this explicit 
identification. On the other hand, Esther’s games - first hide-and-seek, then kiss-and-tell – are part of 
a necessary survival strategy, for the individual woman as much as for Israel in Exile/Diaspora. Like 
Boaz, Esther has to ‘sleep with the enemy’, but in her case, the union is less fruitful, at least on the 
literal level. Esther is no mother, neither in Israel nor in Persia. Nevertheless, her union with a non-
Israelite proves fruitful in a different sense. It enables her to capitalize the one currency available to 
her – her body – in order to prevent the annihilation of her people. Pragmatics win from ideology – 
like the Diaspora community as a whole, Esther is forced to sacrifice some principles (in this case, 
endagomy) in order to ensure her and her people’s physical survival.  

Indeed, doubly cut off from her people by her location (in Susa and behind the walls of the 
royal palace), Esther offers a powerful image of Israel in Diaspora. Her ethnic and religious identity 
has become a liability, and must be kept secret at all costs. This secrecy characterizes Jewishness in 
the book as such. For the insider, both religious and ethnic identity markers abound in the language 
of the book, but they are rarely brought to the surface. Precisely by relocating the identification of 
‘Jewishness’ from author to reader by the extensive use of textual gaps, the concept itself gains the 

                                                             
2 Austin, How to Do Things With Words. 
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quality of doxa – it is not really ‘there’, and thus escapes both explicit avowal and criticism. 
‘Jewishness’ in Esther functions precisely contrary to Ahasuerus’ law decreeing the authority of each 
man over his household (1:22). The latter pulled male authority from the doxa of male superiority 
into the realm of human legislation, exposing it to the criticism that may be voiced against products 
of this realm. Conversely, ‘Jewishness’ in Esther is pushed beyond that which can be expressed by 
explicit language, into the realm of doxa – at least for those who are able to take a textual hint. The 
elusiveness, even hiddenness of the thus created Jewish identity precludes the notion of conversion. 
Try as they may, those described as ~ydhytm in Est 8:17 cannot effectively join the Jews. Penetrable 
though Esther herself appears (at least on the surface), the borders of the community remain closed. 
Indeed, the point does not seem to be to describe any actual instances of conversion to ‘Judaism’ or 
attempts at joining the ethnie of Israel, but rather to emphasize the awe-inspiring qualities of the 
Jewish people in the narrative. Those who are otherwise at the margins of society in the vast Persian 
Empire have moved to the center, and even attract followers and converts, whether real or feigned. 

The book of Esther thus witnesses to the self-assurance and assertiveness of the Diaspora 
community. It is this community that finally defeats Amalek, and that installs an official feast for all 
Jews for the first time since the days of Moses. Jewishness, the book seems to suggest, does not 
depend on visible identity markers, whether ethnic or religious. It surfaces at crucial moments, and, 
at such times, exhibits a force that can compete with Israel’s finest moments of the past. Esther at the 
Persian court powerfully embodies this balancing act between ‘is’ and ‘is not’. Thoroughly integrated 
into the king’s household, even forced to undergo a ‘rite-of-passage’ designed to sever her ethnic and 
religious roots, she nevertheless manages to reclaim her identity. However, her realignment with the 
Jewish people takes place on the inside, from within the Persian court. The enduring reality of 
Diaspora is not easily imagined away, but Esther demonstrates the Jewish identity can thrive under all 
kinds of circumstances.  

 
9.1.3 Apocalypse Now 

Despite its unlikely plot reversals and outcome (including a population terrified of the Jewish 
minority and a Jewish prima minister of Persia), the book of Esther is presented as ‘history’ 
(counterfactual though this history may be). Of course, Haman is the embodiment of Israel’s (and 
YHWH’s) perpetual enemy, but the narrative ends with the successful elimination of this enemy and 
his followers. The Diaspora community has prevailed, and the case of ‘YHWH vs. Amalek’ is closed.  

Notwithstanding certain similarities (notably the threat of annihilation of the community), 
the book of Judith is characterized by a very different outlook. Although at first sight, its plot is 
apparently set in the ‘real world’, Judith’s concluding psalm frames it as the first glimpse of the 
apocalypse YHWH has prepared for his enemies.3 If possible, these enemies are dehumanized even 
more thoroughly than Haman – they devour the land like locusts, blind and deaf to human suffering 
in their insatiable thirst for power (16:4-5). “What can man do against such reckless hate?”4 the 

                                                             
3 Another hint that nothing about the book of Judith is ‘real’ can be discovered in the overt mix-up of places, 
events, and historical personages. 
4 THE LORD OF THE RINGS: THE TWO TOWERS, Peter Jackson, 2002, spoken by Theoden, confronted with 
pillaging orcs and wild men, before he decides to evacuate his people to Helm’s Deep. In the book, Théoden 
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reader is led to wonder. How can Israel defend itself? The violability of the community is expressed 
by means of a violated female body: Dinah’s. Due to no fault of her own,5 this virgin daughter of 
Israel’s patriarch is raped by the prince of a foreign people. The community, and the temple now run 
a similar risk: they, too, may be despoiled by a ruthless invader.6 By employing the image of innocent 
Dinah, Judith exonerates the community, while at the same time increasing the culpability of her 
attackers. They are no tools in the hands of a righteous disciplinarian, but offenders against both 
human dignity and divine decrees (Jdt 9:2). 

As such, they deserve to be punished, and it is Israel’s task to bring about this punishment. 
Judith, as YHWH’s holy warrior and his right hand, takes the lead, but she is joined in this 
undertaking by “all the sons of Israel” (15:3). Her psalm reveals the real import of the confrontation 
between Israel and Nabochodonosor: the first step in YHWH definitive victory march against all his 
enemies (16:7), accomplished, at least in part, by the hand of his inheritance Israel. The outlook is 
decidedly eschatological. In the end, of course, revenge belongs to YHWH, and only he can bring 
about the ultimate downfall of Israel’s enemies. But humans can help along the way, and the book of 
Judith invites them to do so.7 

 
Judith, like Esther, has to rely on her seductive powers in order to rescue her people. 

However, unlike both Esther and Ruth, she proves impenetrable. As idealized image of the chaste, 
ritually clean, and victorious Israelite community, she remains untouched by the hostile invaders. In 
her wisdom, piety, courage, and unparalleled beauty, she is almost too good to be true, underlining 
once again the otherworldly outlook of the narrative. Judith is not a mother in the literal sense of the 
word. Nevertheless, she seems to stand in a tradition of ‘mothers in Israel’ in a metaphorical sense. 
As in the case of Deborah and the wise woman of Abel, the absence of children of her own enables 
her to assume responsibility for the collective. It also suggests a special bond of intimacy with the 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
speaks the original words (“How shall any tower withstand such numbers and such reckless hate”) during the 
battle of Helm’s Deep (J.R.R. Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, Harper Collins, Glasgow 1991, 527). 
5 The genotext in Gen 34 has sometimes been read as suggesting that Dinah voluntarily puts herself at risk by 
‘going to see the daughters of the land’ (Gen 34:1; see, e.g. Caroline Blyth, The Narrative of Rape in Genesis 34: 
Interpreting Dinah’s Silence, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2010 for a critical appraisal of the 
Wirkungsgeschichte of this pericope). Judith, however, portrays Dinah as the innocent victim of a brutal 
attacker (Jdt 9:2).  
6 The image of rape is used in a different sense here than in prophetic literature. In the latter, ravaged 
Jerusalem is always to some extent to blame for her own misfortune. The agent behind her violation is YHWH 
himself, directly or by proxy (see, e.g., Scholz, Rape, 182-195). And even though Lemos, arguing that the 
prophet who speaks is also the woman who is condemned, rightly cautions the reader not to jump to 
conclusions about the alleged misogyny of such passages (Lemos, ‘Women’), their ‘blaming-the-victim’ logic 
does employ and confirm disturbing stereotypes of womanhood. In these texts, Israel herself has become the 
‘strange woman’. Her lewdness is an affront against her divine husband, and must be punished accordingly. 
7 Schmitz reaches a similar conclusion, though based on a much more positive assessment of the divine and 
human actions in the book: “Die Lesenden sind angehalten, in das Handlungsmodell der Erzählung 
einzusteigen, in dem neue Spielräume eröffnet und Chancen aufgezeigt werden, wie sich das Gottes-Wissen in 
Gottesfurcht zu rettender Weisheit umsetzen lässt. Dass Gott dies segnend gelingen lässt, ist die Verheißung 
der Erzählung, die zu Mimesis und Poiesis, zu Nachahmung und mitschaffendem Tun auffordert” (Schmitz, 
Geschichte, 481). 
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deity, as whose plenipotentiary she acts.8 Indeed, Judith seems to embody more than an idealized 
Israelite community. At times, her body is an extension of YHWH’s. As such, it symbolizes a 
renewed, more intimate relationship between YHWH and his people. 

Indeed, in the book of Judith, perhaps more than in Ruth and Esther, the function of the 
protagonist(s) veers toward the symbolic. The accumulation of metaphors surrounding Dinah and 
Judith is such that they acquire an almost iconic quality.  

 
9.2 Common Ground and Common Sense 

So far, I have focused on the content of the narratives and on the function of the female 
figures within the narrative world. Is it possible to discover the unspoken ‘rules’ (in the sense 
intended in discourse analysis) underlying this content and its presentation? What, in the narratives, 
is contested, and what is presented as common sense, “von allen geteilt und nicht angezweifelt”?9 

 
For each individual narrative, a number of silent assumptions could be enumerated. In Ruth, 

for example, women cannot survive on their own. Men act in public and women in private, and 
genealogies focus on male rather than female lineage. Interestingly, a number of features of the plot 
are meaningful precisely because they run contrary to convention: Ruth’s exemplary conduct gains in 
salience because it is so wholly unexpected in a strange woman, and the alternative model of 
manhood developed in and by Boaz catches the reader’s attention because it is not what one would 
normally expect from an lyx rwbg vya. 

In Esther, no explanation is required for casting an Agagite as the deadly enemy of all Jews, 
nor for Mordecai’s refusal to bow down before him. Esther’s marriage (for lack of a better word) to a 
heathen is not problematized or rationalized, suggesting that this was an acceptable practice for the 
author and his first readers. The most interesting unvoiced ‘Strukturieringszusammenhang’, 
however, is the notion that Jewish identity is a liability and must remain hidden. 

In Judith, Jerusalem is the uncontested heart of Jewishness, and the significance of a 
functioning Temple cult is presented as a given. It is not surprising, then, that quite contrary to 
Esther, the possibility to uphold Jewish identity in a setting other than the ethnic and religious 
homeland of the people is not considered a viable option in Judith. 

 
Interestingly, however, these individual and sometimes divergent ‘rules’ are surpassed in 

significance by rules that are common to all three narratives. Despite differences in subject matter, 
plot, and style, the meaning of Ruth, Esther, and Judith is largely dependent on a shared framework of 
‘ground rules’. In order to comprehend the texts, these ‘ground rules’ must be tacitly accepted by 
both author and readers. Only against this background can the process of integration, in which 
“linguistic units are combined with each other and integrated in a completely new way”10 (in other 
words, the novelty of specific aspects of the texts) become visible.  

I focus on three aspects of this ‘common ground’, presented as ‘common sense’: the literary 
embeddedness of the narratives in Israel’s traditions, the concept of ritualization, which declares 

                                                             
8 Hamori, ‘Female Diviners’. 
9 Landwehr, Diskursanalyse, 129. 
10 Van Wolde, Reframing, 43.  
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every aspect of life as part of YHWH’s involvement with his people, and the notion of (ethnic) 
election. Finally, I reflect on the rules underlying the representation of women (and men), and the 
playful adaptations of these rules in Ruth, Esther, and Judith.  

 

9.2.1 ‘The Ground on Which You Stand is Holy’ 

Whether explicitly or implicitly, the authors/conceptualizers of Ruth, Esther, and Judith stage 
their narratives in the theater of Israel’s history. The texts acquire meaning only by being grounded11 
in specific literary traditions. Put differently, these traditions form the ground on which the 
narratives become comprehensible and provide the rules that structure their internal and external 
logic. Internally, the literary traditions allow for the meaningful ‘stopping’ of gaps in the texts. The 
book of Esther, in which much of the plot must be read between the lines, is the most eloquent 
example for this process, but the fullness of meaning of Ruth and Judith’s actions is dependent on the 
reader’s knowledge of particular literary traditions as well. Externally, the reference to these 
traditions serves to consolidate the memory of a ‘history’ shared by all those who, according to the 
texts, partake in the identity of Israel. 

 
All three books seem to presuppose some notion of canon, of a literary corpus that can be 

assumed as known to and accepted by their readers.12 Notions of religious canon and ethnic myths of 
origin overlap as each narrative is staged as the sequel of earlier chapters in the history of Israel. Ruth, 
Esther, and Judith literally lead a “zitathaftes Leben”13: their character, social roles, and plot functions 
are grafted on familiar models – familiar, not because they populated the streets of Israel at the time, 
but because they populated texts that were underway to becoming canonical. It would go far beyond 
the scope of this study to establish the precise content and boundaries of this canon, much less the 
stage of redaction individual texts had reached at the time. It seems clear, however, that Ruth as well 
as Esther can build on details of what is now referred to as the Torah and the Deuteronomistic 
History or Early Prophets. For Ruth, Deutero-Isaiah and Job are additional conversation partners.14 
The author of Judith, finally, seems to make a point of alluding to as many intertexts as possible, 
including, besides Torah and Deuteronomistic History/Early Prophets, a variety of Psalms and 
prophetic books.15 

                                                             
11 See above, section 5.2, and Van Wolde, Reframing, 38, 39: “The process of grounding refers to the mental 
process that locates a designated entity with respect to the part of the context of speech that is construed as its 
ground. [...] It explains why conceptualization does not depend only on culture, language, and text but also on 
the conceptualizer – that is to say, on the person who pays attention to something and puts it onstage as the 
specific focus of attention, while other things are left offstage or unperceived, and who relates the addressee to 
what is put onstage. While Van Wolde’s application of the concept is limited to words and phrases, my own 
appropriation is admittedly much less specific, bordering on the metaphoric. 
12 Canon here refers to the general concept of a collection of authoritative texts, and emphatically not to any 
one of specific lists of books considered as canonical by later Jewish and Christian circles. Cf., e.g., Fischer, Rut, 
47.  
13 Assmann, Religion, 185-209. 
14 See Korpel, ‘Virtual Jerusalem’ Beyer, ‘Querbezüge’. 
15 See Rakel, Schönheit for a comprehensive analysis. 
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If discursive rules structure that which can be said or even thought in any specific context, 
then the books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith hint at a context in which speaking about Israel and her 
God was already unthinkable without referring, implicitly or implicitly, to Israel’s tradition as known 
from books that now form part of the official canon. These books had gained the status of both 
common ground, shared by a critical mass of readers, and common sense, established beyond 
questioning. 

As already indicated in the introduction, Ruth, Esther, and Judith can be construed as 
‘Deuter’16, interpreters of (parts of) this canon-in-the-making. This interpretation takes place not by 
commenting on these traditions directly, but rather by evoking, in the reader’s mind, familiar images, 
plot patterns, and stereotypical scenarios. In some cases, interpretation is subtle criticism – Ruth’s 
resignification of a number of vital terms certainly points towards a critical stance towards at least 
some aspects of tradition.17 In others, tendencies of the original texts are taken over and intensified. 
The concept of a ‘war of YHWH’ in Esther and Judith is one eloquent example. Yet whether the 
traditions are amended or affirmed, the important point is that they are present, between the lines of 
the narratives, a presence that is easily taken for granted. It takes the deconstructive approach of 
discourse analysis to point out that the appropriation of biblical tradition is not self-evident, but part 
of a very particular language game – a game in whose rules the authors of Ruth, Esther, and Judith 
prove extremely proficient. 

 
9.2.2 Out of the Ordinary 

The thorough rootedness in Israel’s literary tradition shared by all three narratives stands in 
stark contrast with the devaluation of (official, centralized, fixed) religious rituals. In Ruth and Esther, 
the possibility of worship at the Temple (or at least a local sanctuary) is not even mentioned. Other 
conventional rituals (like circumcision, or the celebration of Sabbath or other holidays) are lacking as 
well. The interesting point here is not so much that none of the rituals marking 2nd Temple 
orthopraxy are present in the books, but that their absence is not problematized or even mentioned. 
Instead, in Ruth, the protagonists explicitly frame ‘ordinary’ events (the kindness of a landowner 
towards a foreign widow, a nightly meeting at the threshing floor, a business transaction at the city 
gate, and a birth) as instances of YHWH’s involvement with his people. In Esther, even such explicit 
framing is lacking. Here, specific attitudes (the enmity towards Haman) and actions (the Jews’ 
revenge on their enemies and the celebration of their victory) gain a ritual quality thanks to 
formulations that evoke connotations of (aspects of) established rituals (holy war, holy joy, etc.).  

The book of Judith tells a slightly different story. The Temple at Jerusalem, though 
threatened, is fully functional, and religious experts abound. Indeed, the central problem is not the 
threat to the people of Israel but to the Temple, and to the glory of YHWH resting there (Jdt 9:8). 
Nevertheless, conventional ritual practice is subtly undermined by the do-it-yourself attitude Judith 
displays time and again. The prayer of a widow, uttered on the roof of her house, proves more 
effective than the overkill of sacrifices and mourning rituals marking the behavior of the religious 

                                                             
16 Cf. Assmann, Gedächtnis, 95: “Kanonische Texte können nur in der Dreiecksbeziehung von Text, Deuter 
und Hörer ihren Sinn entfalten.”  
17 Whether this criticism is concerned with women remains doubtful (see below, sections 9.2.4 and 9.3 ).  
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experts. Judith creates her own ritual reality, based not on an officially granted role, but solely on her 
piety. 

 
All three books thus tacitly acknowledge the embeddedness of life in a reality greater than 

what meets the eye. However, equally tacitly, the necessity to relate to this reality in the ways 
prescribed by religious experts – and indeed, the necessity of such experts in the first place – is 
challenged. This is not to say that Ruth, Esther, and Judith stand in direct opposition to discourses 
proclaiming (or even prescribing) the centrality of the Temple and concomitant ritual practices. 
Rather, they offer ways to apply and perform the Strukturierungszusammenhang of YHWH’s 
involvement in a variety of places and manners.  

Put very bluntly, in Ruth, YHWH is domesticated. His home is not (only) the Temple but the 
houses of ‘ordinary’ people. The rule that is broken here is not the hypothetisch unterstellte 
Strukturierungszusammenhang 18  of YHWH’s involvement with Israel (or rather, with Israelite 
individuals), but the explicit rule that this involvement depends on specific times, places, or religious 
experts. A far-reaching conclusion would be that the book of Ruth places a “thou shalt” next to the 
“thou shalt not” characterizing the priestly attitude towards ‘folk religion’. “Thou” – including 
women and even foreigners – “shalt include YHWH in your daily life” - even in situations (such as 
pregnancy and birth) that used to be considered the domain of other (female) deities. 

In Judith, YHWH’s involvement concerns Israel as a whole, and events that can certainly not 
be described as ‘ordinary’. Yet a mechanism similar to what happens in Ruth can be observed: in 
Judith, too, YHWH is transported from the Temple to the roof of an ordinary house, and he is 
present in actions as profane as the seduction of a foreign captain. 

In Esther, the link between ‘ordinary’ and ‘holy’ is established even more subtly, on the level 
of words rather than actions. On the other hand, the end of the book describes an event that is 
unparalleled in the Hebrew Bible: the establishment of a new holiday, whose observance is prescribed 
not by God but by human protagonists. Whether Purim is intended as a replacement of other holy 
days (notably Pesach) is difficult to say. It is clear, however, that it is viewed as equally central, despite 
the lack of a divine command or the involvement of religious officials. 

 
In all three narratives, then, orthodoxy (understood as rootedness in Israel’s literary 

traditions) can do very well without orthopraxy (understood as ritual that requires a specific place 
and must be conducted by specific persons). Whether born from necessity in the absence of a central 
sanctuary and religious experts or from an ideal of lay religiosity in opposition to an increasingly 
rigid priestly regime, Ruth, Esther, and Judith broaden the scope of acceptable ritual practice, and, 
perhaps equally important, of acceptable ritual practitioners. However, the basic worldview 
underlying any ritual practice, whether orthodox or unorthodox – namely, that YHWH is involved in 
the fate of his people – remains unchallenged.19 
 

                                                             
18 Keller, ‘Wissen,’ 59. 
19 Cf., e.g, Bush, Ruth, Esther, 48: “Clearly, at every level of the story the author affirms the uniform OT 
conviction that the world is fully and uniformly under the control of an all-powerful and all-knowing God. 
However, though all OT narratives mix the overt and implicit guidance of God over the affairs of his world, in 
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9.2.3 The Place to Be 

The third Strukturieringszusammenhang I want to discuss is the notion of (ethnic) election. I 
have already hinted that all three narratives are built on the assumption that Israel is God’s chosen 
people. The enduring relationship between YHWH and his people is worked out along three different 
lines. 

One is the invincibility, in Esther and Judith, of the ‘Israelites’ or ‘Jews’, an invincibility that 
goes contrary to all plot probabilities. The book of Ruth offers a variation on this theme – in the 
absence of armed conflict, God protects from the ‘enemy’ of destitution, prompting Naomi to 
exclaim that “YHWH does not abandon his ḥesed towards the living and the dead” (Ruth 2:20).  

The second is the subtle or not so subtle denigration of the nations surrounding Israel. 
Indeed, what Eckhardt claims for the book of Judith, namely, that Judith’s description of the 
Assyrians bears traces of ‘orientalism’20 is equally true for the book of Esther. In both narratives, non-
Israelites are portrayed as savage, uncultivated, downright simple, and given to unmanly weaknesses 
and vices. This denegration is remarkably gendered: Israel’s enemies are not simply condemned but 
unmanned. This is accomplished by means of characterization, even before they have surrendered to 
the Israelite heroine. Even in the book of Ruth, a similar tendency can be discovered, notwithstanding 
the lack of antagonism towards ethnic and religious strangers. Although Moab, its population, and its 
gods are not derided, they are simply not characterized at all. Especially Moabite men are 
conspicuously absent. Ruth is praised not for being a good Moabite but for leaving her un-Israelite 
roots behind (Ruth 2:11).21 One premise shared by all three books, then, is the firm conviction that 
Israel is the physical and/or ideological ‘place to be’.22 Although circumstances may not always be 
favorable – indeed, in Esther and Judith, to be an Israelite is to be in danger of annihilation – the 
underlying belief is that Israel is God’s chosen people, and this position, though fraught with dangers, 
is infinitely preferable to belonging to any other group.  

This leads to the third way in which Israel’s chosenness is worked out: all three narratives 
presuppose that non-Israelites (or non-Jews) must be eager to join the in-group of the texts. The 
attainability of this ‘conversion’ or ‘change in ethnic belonging’ is evaluated differently in each 
narrative. In Ruth, it takes most of the plot to familiarize a formerly strange woman. In Judith, Achior 
undergoes a similarly lengthy process, although the moment of ‘conversion’ is comparatively short. 
In Esther, finally, the wish to join the Jews is born from an instinct of self-preservation, but the result 
is doubtful. Nevertheless, the doxa informing all three narratives is that Israel and her God are worthy 
of joining.23 This is perhaps most explicit in the book of Judith, where YHWH is Lord of the entire 

                                                             
20 Ramos, ‘Percepções’; Eckhardt, ‘Reclaiming,’ 258. 
21 Postcolonial readings (e.g., McKinlay, ‘Harvest’; Donaldson, ‘Orpah’) tend to emphasize this fact, and to 
criticize the Israel-centeredness it bespeaks. 
22 Thus, e.g., Fischer about the book of Ruth: “Der Blickwinkel ist israelitisch. In dieses Volk eingegliedert zu 
werden, bedeutet, in eine heilvolle Gemeinschaft aufgenommen zu werden” (Fischer, Rut, 122). 
23 It goes well beyond the scope of this study to verify whether the assumed eagerness to join Israel had any 
basis in the world surrounding the texts. Proselytism is well established for Rabbinic Judaism (cf., e.g., Volker 
Haarmann, JHWH-Verehrer der Völker. Die Hinwendung von Nichtisraeliten zum Gott Israels in 
alttestamentlichen Überlieferungen (Abhandlungen zur Theologie des Alten und Neuen Testaments 91), 
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earth and Israel can count on his enduring protection, but Ruth and even Esther show similar 
tendencies. 

 
To build on the assumption that Israel is God’s chosen people, and that this status is 

preferable even above the worldly power of Persia or Assyria, appears no more than natural in books 
so deeply rooted in Israel’s tradition, but it is worth noting nonetheless. After all, the lasting validity 
of Israel’s election had come under a serious strain in the face of Exile and Diaspora. In 
Brueggeman’s terms, Israel’s core testimony had been deeply unsettled by the counter-testimony of 
experiences that were hard to reconcile with the promise of divine election and protection.24 Prophets 
like Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Jeremiah questioned the unconditionality of this election in no uncertain 
terms. In Ruth, Esther, and Judith, however, none of this uncertainty is visible. Here, Israel was, is, 
and remains special, even under circumstances that seem to indicate the opposite. Perhaps the 
tension inherent in this paradox can be linked to the paradoxical life stories of the female 
protagonists. It is to these protagonists and the ‘rules’ followed (or not followed) by them that I turn 
next.  

 
9.2.4 Playing by the Rules? 

Despite their rootedness (or groundedness) in Israelite tradition, it has been suggested that 
Ruth, Esther, and Judith can be read as ‘anti-establishment’ or “oppositional practices” 25. Their 
perceived openness for gender-play, the acceptance of strangers otherwise banned by Deuteronomic 
Law, and the creative appropriation of religious traditions (or complete silence in this matter) are 
often viewed as indications that these books stand in opposition to more established (male, priestly, 
Jerusalem-based, etc.) discourses.26 Gerstenberger summarizes the attitude concerning women in 
contemporary literature as follows: 

 
[T]he woman is assigned her position at the ‘side’ and the support of the man, albeit not 
without the almost sympathetic commentary from the pen of the male editors that the 
woman, unfortunately on account of her primeval temptation to disobey Yahweh, is a person 
to be ‘ruled’, we would say, ‘to be controlled’, by the man (Gen 3:16). This ideology of male 
superiority, contradicting all experience of reality and the ancient tradition in Gen 2-3, seems 
to shape part of the postexilic attitude to women.27 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
Theologischer Verlag Zürich, Zürich 2008), but much more difficult to substantiate for the time when Ruth, 
Esther, and Judith were written. 
24 Brueggemann, Testimony. 
25 Fairclough, Critical Discourse Analysis, 2. 
26  See, e.g., Trible, ‘Two Women’; Craghan, ‘Paradigms’; LaCoque, Unconventional; Bledstein, 
‘Companionship’; Butting, Buchstaben; Van Dijk-Hemmes, ‘Women’s Culture’; Van Henten, ‘Female Moses’; 
Athalya Brenner (ed.), A Feminist Companion to Esther, Judith and Susanna. Sheffield Academic Press, 
Sheffield 1995; Ebach, ‘Fremde’; Craig, Reading Esther: A Case for the Literary Carnivalesque; Exum, Naomi; 
Beal, Hiding; Fischer, ‘Feminist Commentary’; Klara Butting, ‘Esther: A New Interpretation of the Joseph 
Story in the Fight Against Anti-Semitism and Sexism,’ in Athalya Brenner (ed.), A Feminist Companion to 
Ruth and Esther. Sheffield Academic Press, Sheffield 1999, 329-248; Rakel, Schönheit; Aschkenasy, ‘Reading 
Ruth Through a Bakthinian Lens’. 
27 Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 449. 
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Gerstenberger also observes that, quite contrary to the image drawn in post-exilic biblical 

literature, ‘in the real world’, women were significantly involved in the religious life of the 
community. The religious upbringing of children was their responsibility, and they “shared in the 
important ministry of proclaiming prophecy (mediating Torah!)”28 However, the predominant 
literary image of ‘woman’ is a different one: it is the ‘strange woman’ preying on innocent young 
men, and the ‘wayward wife’ who must be punished for deserting her divine husband that belong to 
the stock characters of biblical symbolism, not the mother teaching her children the principles of 
Torah.29 Archer even speaks of “the Evil Woman, of Wickedness personified in female form”30 who 
increasingly populated the metaphorical language of the Bible. 

If ‘woman as evil’ is part of the discursive game of biblical post-exilic literature, my analysis 
seems to confirm that the books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith play by different rules. They offer images 
of women who either act as saviors of their community, or, at the very least, teach them the meaning 
of Torah by their exemplary lifestyle. 

However, there are several indications that the texts are less deviant than appears at first 
sight. One clue is the fact that they have survived in the first place – in two out of three cases as parts 
of the same biblical canon to which they link themselves. If there is any merit at all to the insights of 
discourse analysis, really aberrant expressions of thought would have been smothered by more 
dominant discourses. After all,  
 

Diskurs und Macht sind also insofern untrennbar miteinander verwoben, als man zwar ... die 
Wahrheit sagen kann, man sich aber nur im Wahren befindet, wenn man den Regeln des 
Diskurses gehorcht. Dadurch wird die Produktion des Diskurses einer disziplinierenden 
Kontrolle unterworfen, in der die Regeln des Diskurses permanent aktualisiert werden. 
Außerhalb dieser Regeln ist es kaum möglich, gehört zu werden.31 
 
Apparently, Ruth, Esther, and Judith are sufficiently versed in the rules of the game to be 

heard and even accepted as ‘true’. Indeed, all three texts are extensively and intensively linked to 
other, possibly already canonical (in a broad sense) literary traditions. Even their portrayal of women 
accords with this discourse – to some extent. The same schemata of womanhood populating other 
texts – particularly the strange woman - are present in the narratives as well. However, the heroines’ 
strangeness is eradicated by the simple twist that their seductive faculties contribute to the survival of 
Israel.32 Another schema, that of the grieving widow, is turned on its head – in the book of Ruth, by 
providing Naomi with security and offspring, and in the book of Judith, by portraying the protagonist 
as the opposite of a destitute woman from the outset. Finally, the persistent notion that a violated 

                                                             
28 Gerstenberger, Persian Period, 452. 
29 Of course, exceptions can be found, e.g., the proverbial ‘woman of valor’ (Prov 31:10-31) or Hannah (1 Sam 
1-2). But these are, indeed, exceptions – the images of womanhood used most broadly, especially in a 
metaphorical sense, are those of the virgin in danger of violation, of the wayward wife whose punishment is 
imminent, and of the widow grieving over her children. See Yee, Children of Eve for a sophisticated study of 
this symbolic complex. 
30 Archer, Rubies, 167. See also Camp, Wise; Keefe, Woman’s Body; Yee, Children of Eve; Baker, ‘Jews’. 
31 Landwehr, Diskursanalyse. 
32 Cf. Merideth, ‘Desire’; Jackson, Comedy. 
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woman is somehow to blame for her fate is undone by Judith’s specific appropriation of the Dinah-
stereotype as metaphor for Temple and Community. Women and their bodies continue to serve as 
metaphors and even symbols for communal identity. 

 
As Eckhardt observes, literary (specifically narrative) texts have the potential to “reclaim 

biblical language and traditions that were embedded into a discursive, legitimizing framework.”33 
Ruth, Esther and Judith have - and employ - this potential regarding the metaphorical and symbolic 
use of female figures. However, I doubt whether this implies that the aim of the authors was to 
advocate a more positive image of women per se. Rather, I suggest that they subtly changed existing 
patterns of metaphorical and symbolic language in order to arrive at a more confident image of the 
community. A trait shared by all three books is the positive appraisal of Israel. Admittedly, this 
appraisal is tempered somewhat by the initial powerlessness characterizing the community in Esther 
and Judith. Nevertheless, compared to other texts in which Israel is embodied by a female figure, 
Ruth, Esther, and Judith leave an infinitely better impression. They allude to but simultaneously 
demolish old stereotypes of the community as ‘prone to all manner of evil’. The strange woman 
becomes a mother in Israel, the abducted and estranged virgin daughter intercedes on behalf of her 
people, and the widow, instead of crying over her children and refusing to be comforted, uses both 
her stealth and seductive qualities in order to save Israel and its sanctuary. Israel’s body is no longer a 
victim of rape, partly to blame for her own misfortune. If intercourse with an outsider takes places at 
all, the community reaps its fruits. In the book of Ruth, these fruits take the form of a child that averts 
the threat of death arising from circumstances within the community itself. In Esther, they ensure the 
community’s survival in the face of threats from outside. Finally, in the book of Judith, no intercourse 
takes place at all – the community’s boundaries are left intact. 

By thus rehabilitating the female body, one of the most potent and most familiar metaphors 
and symbols for the community, the books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith subtly change the rules of 
representation. In the terms of metaphor theory, other ‘systems of associated commonplaces’ are 
evoked than is normally the case when women take on a metaphorical role for Israelite identity. 
Construed as symbols, Ruth, Esther, and Judith prove that what other texts often treat as inherent 
traits (seductive potential, victimhood, etc.), is in fact ascribed in the case of Ruth, Esther, and Judith. 
And, as also proven by these women, ascriptions are subject to change. In this process, the most 
important change occurs on the side of the principal subject or symbolized entity, i.e., the community 
that is being redefined. The subsidiary subjects, i.e., the women embodying communal identity, 
remain means to an end. The message inscribed into their bodies differs from earlier texts, but the 
method remains essentially the same. It has to, if the texts want to enter the playing field of biblical 
discourse.  

The claim that the changes to abstract schemata of womanhood are accidental rather than 
essential to the message of the books is supported by the observation that gender relations in the 
social world of the narratives do not undergo any lasting changes. Ruth and Naomi, inventive and 
assertive though they are, can find rest (xwnm) and a redeemer (lag) only in the house of a husband, 
and are excluded from the genealogy concluding the book. Esther is ultimately superseded by 
Mordecai, “second to King Ahasuerus and great among the Jews” (Est 10:3). And Judith returns to 

                                                             
33 Eckhardt, ‘Reclaiming,’ 245. 
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her house, accompanied by her maidservant, declining a prolongation of her salvific and 
authoritative role beyond the moment of crisis (Jdt 16:21). The women themselves and the appraisal 
of the prototypes they embody may have changed, but the world surrounding them is still “a man’s 
world”,34 just like the world surrounding Israel is still one of more powerful foreign nations. 
 

9.3 Ecce Femina 

The conclusion that the books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith do not fundamentally break with 
conventional images of womanhood (and if they do, that this is a side-effect rather than their main 
purpose) does not preclude a positive appraisal of their impact. One possibility to grasp the 
innovation implied in the unorthodox use of female figures and their significance for a community 
struggling to remain standing under challenging circumstances lies in reading them as ‘figurations’ 
in the sense intended by Donna Haraway.35 

Observing the inadequacy of conventional ‘figurations’ – historical or imagined individuals 
with metaphorical and symbolic potential - to represent a humanity that is “broken and suffering”, 
Haraway goes in search of new figures of identification “signifying – in ambiguity, contradiction, 
stolen symbolism, and unending chains of noninnocent translations – a possible hope.”36 She finds 
two such figures in Jesus and Sojourner Truth, and concludes: 

 
These were tricksters, forcing by their constant displacements, a reconstruction of founding 
stories, of any possible home. […] Such excessive and mobile figures can never ground what 
used to be called “a fully human community.” That community turned out to belong only to 
the masters. However, these eccentric subjects can call us to account for our imagined 
humanity, whose parts are always articulated through translation. History can have another 
shape, articulated through differences that matter.37 

 
The authors of Ruth, Esther, and Judith lived long before the “Enlightenment figures of 

coherent and masterful subjectivity”38 that Haraway tries to replace. Nevertheless, their world, too, 
was populated by “bearers of rights, holders of property in the self, legitimate sons with access to 
language and the power to represent.”39 Within the community of Israel itself, these ‘bearers of 
rights’ were the men, the lyx yrwbg ~yvna, fathers of their respective houses. On another level, the 
community itself was faced with ‘bearers of rights’ that exceeded their own: the Persian and Greek 
overlords on whom their physical and ideological survival depended. Could Haraway’s concept of 
figuration apply to the literary women making their appearance in that era, too? 

 
One hint in this direction is the observation that, like Jesus and Sojourner Truth in Haraway’s 

construal, Ruth, Esther, and Judith are tricksters. Judith, of course, is the epitome of this dubitable 
quality, the master/mistress of mixed signals. Esther’s actions are not quite as deceptive, but she, too, 
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puts her womanly wiles to work in order to secure the king’s favor and put Haman at ease. Ruth’s 
behavior at the threshing floor is not quite ‘standard procedure’, either. As Jackson puts it: “That 
important night on the threshing floor, Ruth cements in perpetuity her place among Israel’s trickster 
matriarchs.”40 

The term ‘trickster matriarch’ could suggest that in the Hebrew Bible, tricksterism is a 
typically female strategy. However, the presence of several trickster patriarchs (most prominently 
Abraham and Jacob) proves that this is not the case. Indeed, tricksterism is a pervasive theme in 
Israel’s literature, much of which received its final shape when Israel had lost its political 
independence. Connecting the theme of tricksterism to liminality, Nicholas argues that perceiving of 
themselves as a nation of tricksters helped the people of Israel to reconcile the glorious images 
painted by the prophets for their future with the daily reality of oppression and diaspora: 

 
The trickster gives meaning to those on the margins of society, those who feel powerless, 
without access to the power structures, […] The paradoxical trickster – creating order 
through chaos, the underdog that overcomes, the liminal role, and all the dangers associated 
with it, personified Israel.41 

 
As successful tricksters, Ruth, Esther, and Judith fulfill all the functions described by 

Nicholas. In addition, they introduce the element of comedy into narratives whose plot is, at the 
outset, rather tragic. Comedy, according to Jackson, offers an emotional outlet, a “catharsis”, and 
kindles the hope that survival is possible outside the story as much as inside.42 Like Haraway’s 
figurations, Ruth, Esther, and Judith provide “a possible hope.”43  In Jackson’s words, “[w]hen these 
women survive, and aid the survival of others, the text then becomes a model for reality. Survival in 
the text enables survival in life.”44 Similarly, Eskenazi and Frymer Kensky suggest that “the books of 
Ruth and Esther function like bookends, delineating the range of women’s lives, as well as the scope 
of women’s salvific activities, moving from the domestic to the national.”45 In each case, the road to 
salvation is sprinkled with comic details. Especially the books of Esther and Judith glory in grotesque 
depictions of Israel’s enemies, whose dimwittedness, soft spot for pretty females, and thirst for both 
power and alcohol leads to their downfall. The book of Ruth is less obviously comical, i.e., it does not 
“weaken[s] the control of that which threatens by ridiculing it.”46 Still, subtle comic elements are 
sprinkled throughout the narrative. Starting with the telling names of Naomi’s sons, and continuing 
with Boaz’s exaggerated solicitousness towards Ruth and the confusion at the threshing floor, they 
add a touch of lightness that tells the reader that all is not lost. Boaz is not ridiculed per se, but his 
masculinity, too, is ‘reconfigured’ by stripping it of any martial connotations.47  

However, the wealth of genuinely comical elements in all three narratives should not deceive 
the reader to conclude that their only or even principal purpose is to evoke laughter. Ruth, Esther, 
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and Judith are tricksters not from a desire to entertain, but because tricksterism is their only way out 
of potentially fatal situations, in a world that “turned out to belong only to the masters.”48 Like 
Haraway’s figurations, they are shape-shifters, engaged in a mimesis on whose success their very lives 
depend. Their tricksterism, in all its comicality, underlines the precarious situation in which the 
women and the community they represent are caught. 

And another note of caution is in order. In the book of Ruth, tricksterism is all it takes to win 
the day – but then again, the problem in need of solving there is a rather humble one: the economic 
and emotional redemption of two destitute women. Esther and Judith are faced with problems of a 
different order: the very survival of their people is at stake. Tricksterism can only get them so far. In 
the end, it must be accompanied by violent actions. In the book of Esther, the revenge of the Jews is 
clearly counterfactual, and can be read as part of the farcical character of the entire book.49 However, 
in the book of Judith, a different dynamic seems to be at play. For the first readers of the narrative, 
revenging themselves on their enemies was no counterfactual construct of the mind – they had just 
done so, and largely succeeded. In Wolfe’s words, “[i]f the book arose during the Hasmonean reign, 
this aspect of the story may have reflected not only a self-defense fantasy of an oppressed people, but 
the triumphalist narrative of the victor.”50 Ultimately, of course, the book confirms that revenge 
belongs to YHWH, and only he can bring about the definitive downfall of Israel’s enemies. But 
humans can lend a hand (pun intended), and the book of Judith appears to invite them to do so. 
 

The violent tendencies visible in Esther and Judith makes the question if and how Ruth, 
Esther, and Judith are distinct from other – male – biblical tricksters all the more pertinent. Do they 
fulfill a different function than an Abraham, a Jacob, or a Simson? Are they really the feminist 
figurations envisioned by Haraway? I suggest that they do, and that they are. In part, the difference is 
quantitative: if women triumph over their enemies (or, in the case of Ruth, against the dire realities of 
life at the margins), the reversal in status is more dramatic, and the vanquished oppressor is 
unmanned even more effectively. A second, qualitative distinctiveness is rooted in the practice to 
portray women in general as ‘other’, and apply this apparent ‘strangeness’ of the second sex to 
metaphorical images of Israel. Ruth, Esther, and Judith familiarize the metaphor of the ‘strange 
woman’ by letting their potentially threatening qualities contribute to the survival of Israel. Their 
tricksterism not only defeats threats from outside (at least on paper), but also amends Israel’s self-
perception on the inside. Israel no longer has to perceive of itself as a battered wife (whether or not 
the punishment is deserved) but as one who can deploy her qualities – seductive and otherwise – for 
the survival of the community. Like Haraway’s ‘figurations’, Ruth, Esther, and Judith’s stories are 
characterized by “nonoriginality, mimesis, mockery, and brokenness.”51 No image of womanhood 
offered there is entirely new, nor are their successes gained without loss. Yet in all their breakability, 
they embody the possibility that Israel is again in God’s good graces, and that he has plans to give 
them “a hope and a future”.52 
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Epilogue 
 

This study, concerned with the contested identity of Israel in a changing local and global 
landscape, was written at a time in which the landscape of biblical studies was equally subject to 
change, both locally and globally, and in terms of both methods and policies. I close with some 
reflections on these developments and on the place of the present study within this shifting scenery – 
an apology, if you will, not just for the specific methods and concepts I applied to the biblical text, but 
also for the peculiar desire to turn to this ancient text in the first place. 

 
The amalgam of concepts and methods I applied to the texts, ranging from literary studies to 

social theory and gender theory, tallies with the observation that “[t]heorizing is increasingly 
becoming an interdisciplinary project, and one to which we biblical scholars can contribute on the 
basis of our own data sets.”1 The present study can be read as part of this interdisciplinary project. It 
represents an attempt to take the project a little further by facilitating a dialogue not only between 
contemporary social theory and the biblical texts, but also between social and literary methods. 
Examples of such a dialogue are the combination of metaphor theory and literary symbolism with 
sociological and anthropological concepts of embodiment and symbolization, or the treatment of 
specific literary techniques as instances of ritualization. I dare to claim that the combination of 
sometimes widely divergent concepts did yield new insights into the texts.  

Still, the question remains whether ‘yield’ must be understood in the sense of ‘discovery’ or 
‘production’. How much value can be attached to conclusions drawn from a framework that is 
admittedly alien to the biblical texts – and, equally important, to the biblical scholar? Does such a 
framework not cover up rather than reveal what the texts are ‘really’ about, if that is indeed what the 
scholar should be looking for in the first place? I admit that in some cases, the answer must be an 
emphatic ‘yes’, especially if one concept or approach (whether it be Marxism, Feminism, or ritual 
theory) is applied exclusively. Nevertheless, every one of these approaches (and the list could be 
expanded almost at will) has succeeded in turning our eyes to features of the text that would 
otherwise have gone unnoticed. Accordingly, I would maintain that ‘theory’ is permissible, but only 
if the scholar adopts a mindset of ‘trial and error’. In Olyan’s words: 

 
Theory might suggest new topics for exploration, or possible connections that might not 
otherwise occur to the researcher; it might raise new, potentially fruitful questions. But its 
utility must be evaluated on the basis of the scholar’s reading of the relevant primary data, 
and theory can (and should) be reworked on that basis to increase its utility, or rejected if it 
cannot be usefully reformulated.2 
 
Ultimately, my “reading of the relevant primary data” must be evaluated by others. However, 

Olyan’s challenge to assess the usefulness of any given theory or method is principally directed at the 
scholar who applies them. It is this challenge that I intend to take up in the next few paragraphs. 
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A first critical issue, basic to any reading of the text that strives to move beyond the reader to 

the author and/or his world, concerns the apparent impossibility to reach the latter. Some readings 
may appear more plausible than others in view of the social world of the biblical writers. Yet even this 
social world offers no reliable litmus test, since most of what we (think we) know about it is gleaned 
from texts and other human forms of expression, none of which offer a neutral reflection of the 
circumstances at the time.3  In Yee’s words: “The text is neither a mirror of nor a window on the 
sociohistorical world that produced it. This world enters the text only as ideology – an already 
established complex and contradictory discourse on this world.”4 The circle seems closed, without a 
chance to escape from the distortions inherent in both sources and interpretation. 

In the introduction, I specifically advertised historical discourse analysis and cognitive 
linguistics as methods that would help relate a text to its historical and social environment, unearth 
the ideological presuppositions on which it is built (its doxa), and distinguish between convention 
and invention, or ‘old’ and ‘new’. Historical discourse analysis emphasizes the close link between 
language and society, and the historical conditionality of both: “Ihr kritischer Impuls besteht darin, 
zu zeigen, wie Wirklichkeiten und Wahrheiten jeweils historisch produziert und innerhalb von 
politischen, wirtschaftlichen, gesellschaftlichen, religiösen und kulturellen Zusammenhängen 
wirksam wurden.”5 Ideally, cognitive linguistics provides this basic critical outlook on texts with 
practical tools in order to discover what certain words, phrases, and images would have meant to an 
author and his (or her) readership, and where a word or image is integrated in an unexpected way. 

Historical discourse analysis’ insistence to focus not just on what is said but also (especially) 
on what is not said helped in my endeavor to lay bare the doxa on which the texts are built. This doxa 
proved to be rather orthodox on many levels – more so, perhaps, than would have appeared without 
the explicit focus on the ‘rules’ structuring the texts. Likewise, cognitive linguistics, superficially 
though it was applied, often helped to discover the connotations of various schemata and prototypical 
scenario’s in the text (‘convention’), and the integration (and thereby adaptation) of these schemata 
and scenario’s in the specific context of each narrative (‘invention’).  

Still, some critical remarks are in order. Historical discourse analysis, and even more so 
cognitive linguistics depend on intertextual analysis. Prolific though intertextual comparisons proved 
to be for the present analyses, this could turn out to be their Achilles’ heel. (Much) more research is 
required regarding the usefulness of intertextuality for claims about the ‘common ground’ shared by 
the ancient author and his readers. Would the latter indeed have been able to take every hint 
concealed in the texts’ fabric? Or are at least some of these hints the invention of contemporary 

                                                             
3 Wilson refers to this problem as the “ghost” of “’high theories’ on meaning and literature that would call into 
question any attempt to use ancient texts and artifacts to write history at all, let alone social history.” He 
concludes: “It is an annoying ghost, but it is a very large ghost, and sooner or later we will have to come to 
terms with it” (Robert R. Wilson, ‘Social Theory and the Study of Israelite Religion: A Retrospective on the 
Past Forty Years of Research,’ in Saul M. Olyan (ed.), Social Theory and the Study of Israelite Religion: Essays in 
Retrospect and Prospect. SBL Resources for Biblical Study 71, SBL, Atlanta 2012, 7-17). 
4 Yee, Children of Eve, 27. 
5 Landwehr, Diskursanalyse, 168. 
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scholarship, an unintended side effect of the digital humanities?6 If the aim of my analysis (and of 
biblical studies in general) is to make the contemporary reader aware of the multi-dimensionality of 
the texts, the latter does not pose a problem, but the question remains whether the ancient reader 
would have experienced the same multi-dimensionality. 

Another weak point of the analytical framework is its inability to provide conclusive answers 
for dating the texts, or ascribing them to a specific group within 2nd Temple Judaism. The vicious 
circle of a historical and social background that is constructed on the basis of sources that already 
represent one particular point of view on this background remains intact. The use of historical 
discourse analysis allows for a heightened awareness of this problem, while at the same time 
upholding the texts as legitimate (and indeed, only possible) point of departure for analysis. Perhaps 
a combination of this method with more Materialist theories of text production could offer more 
insights into the socio-historical embeddedness of a text, but this is beyond the scope of my study.7 

 
Precisely the observation that sources and interpretations share one basic feature – i.e., the 

subjectivity inherent in human thought and communication – points to a second escape route from 
the dilemma: analogy. ‘Theory’ (whether it be literary, sociological, anthropological, or concerned 
with religion or gender) is usually based on the premise that human communication, behavior, and 
social structures are not entirely arbitrary. Analogies and patterns can be discovered, increasingly so 
under increasingly similar circumstances.8 My entire heuristic framework, based predominantly on 
insights from ethnic studies, religious studies, and gender theory, lives by the grace of assumed 
analogies.  

In my reading of Ruth, Esther, and Judith, I have attempted to circumvent some of the pitfalls 
associated with analyses that make use of ‘alien’ concepts and methods (e.g., focusing on one aspect 
of reality at the exclusion of everything else), and to explicitly include the tendentious nature of the 
sources in the equation. But have I succeeded? Were my concepts of religion, ethnic identity, and 
gender compatible with phenomena in the texts, and did they yield any new data? 

                                                             
6 Cynthia Edenburg has made some suggestions concerning the kind of audience various types of intertextual 
allusions would require in order to be recognized (Cynthia Edenburg, ‘Intertextuality, Literary Competence 
and the Question of Readership: Some Preliminary Observations,’ JSOT 35 (2010): 131-148). Another useful 
avenue of research is the issue of ‘oral’ and/or ‘scribal’ cultures (e.g., David Carr, ‘Torah on the Heart: Literary 
Jewish Textuality Within Its Ancient Near Eastern Context,’ Oral Tradition 25 (2010): 17-40). Still, more 
research is desirable, especially in view of the fundamental role intertextuality plays in current biblical 
scholarship. 
7 Yee offers a succinct introduction into this approach (Yee, Children of Eve). Commenting on the portrayal of 
woman as evil in biblical literature, she asserts: “The investigation must be pursued within the larger 
framework of the text’s production. The historical situation of the text cannot merely be rallied to provide 
‘background’ material, as biblical scholars have customarily described it. In this case, the historical situation is 
secondary to the text, which still remains the primary point of departure. The historical situation, however, in 
all its material and ideological complexity, actually produces the textual symbolization of woman as evil” (Yee, 
Children of Eve, 20).  
8 See, e.g., Yee, Children of Eve, 54-56 for the comparative value of “feminist ethnographies of Middle Eastern 
societies” for imagining women’s lives in Ancient Israel. 
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As already hinted in the introduction, the definitions of religion and ethnicity that I brought 
to the biblical texts were both preliminary and, by definition, incomplete. Neither ‘religion’ nor 
‘ethnicity’ can be captured in any one list of markers – this basic theoretical insight was proven time 
and again by the application of two such lists to the biblical sources, where nothing is neatly defined 
or demarcated. Still, as heuristic tools, applied with a healthy measure of common sense and artistic 
freedom, both lists proved their worth. 

In terms of yield and compatibility with the biblical texts, a few sub-aspects of my framework 
stand out. For ‘religion’, the concepts of myth and ritualization proved especially well suited for 
grasping particular characteristics of the texts.  Scrutinizing the texts for traces of ‘myth’, especially 
understood as ‘memory’, it appeared that all three narratives extensively refer to a shared memory of 
God’s involvement with his people. Reversely, all three books masquerade as part of this memory 
themselves. As far as Ruth, Esther, and Judith are concerned, there is nothing new under the sun – or, 
to nuance this statement a bit, nothing new can be said about Israel and her God without referring 
extensively to the past as remembered in a number of (more or less) canonical texts. 

Approaching (religious) practices in terms of ‘ritualization’ instead of ‘ritual’ made visible 
the interplay between distinct parts of the text and the context that gives them their significance. 
Thus, even acts that would not qualify as ‘ritual’ in the strict sense of the word (because they are not 
repetitive, or because the ‘myth’ underlying them seems absent) could be analyzed as acts of 
ritualization, of ‘setting apart as sacred’. Further, ritualization blurs the line separating words from 
actions, and thus allowed for a consistent analysis of various phenomena within the text – acts, 
utterances, and even simply the use of specific vocabulary. Last but not least, it emphasizes the 
communicative function of religious acts: they are not simply the individual’s internalization of an 
existing myth or belief system, but first and foremost a process of signification, directed at other 
participants as well as at unengaged observers (or readers). 

Concerning ethnicity, ‘myths of common ancestry’ and ‘shared historical memories’ could 
fruitfully be applied to all narratives, supplemented by either ‘solidarity’ (Ruth) or ‘homeland’ 
(Judith). ‘Ethnic election’, especially in its Israelite form of divine election, proved a useful concept 
for explaining features of the texts that appeared to be contrary to the plot. Several aspects of the 
definitions of religion and ethnicity (with the possible exception of ritual) also showed the 
entanglement of religious and ethnic identity – for example, many textual details could be interpreted 
as either religious myth or (ethnic) shared historical memories, and the special status of the 
homeland had everything to do with its religious significance. In addition, a text’s stance vis-à-vis the 
ethno-religious notion of homeland offered useful information about the perspective of its author – is 
it mentioned at all, and if so, is the perspective that of a resident or of an expatriate? What kind of 
emotions are evoked concerning the homeland, and how central does it appear to be for the physical 
and ideological survival Israel? 

Of course, as one would say in Dutch, “elk voordeel heb z’n nadeel”9 – every advantage has 
its disadvantage. The difficulty, or perhaps impossibility to make any absolute distinctions between 
ethnic and religious identity markers entails that one question remains difficult to answer: in how far 
did ‘religion’ come in the place of ‘ethnicity’ as foundational for Israelite/Jewish identity? The 
overlap in the concepts I used (e.g., ‘religious myths’ and ‘shared historical memories’) makes it 

                                                             
9 A cliché ascribed to one of the Netherlands’ most famous soccer coaches: Johan Cruijff. 
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almost impossible to pinpoint the assumed shift from an ethnic to a religious community in the 
centuries following the Exile. To classify details of the texts as either ‘ethnic’ or ‘religious’ proved a 
recurring challenge, and in some cases, the choice was admittedly arbitrary. On the other hand, 
precisely this overlap (or put differently, the possibility to interpret details of the texts as belonging to 
either one of these categories) confirms one of my initial assumptions, namely, that the 
differentiation between ‘ethnic Israel’ and ‘religious Judaism’ is based on false premises. More 
research is needed in this area, ideally involving an analytical framework that is based on the general 
insights of sociology and religious studies, but also fine-tuned to the distinctiveness of Israel and the 
biblical texts. 
 

I close with some personal reflections. In 2013 biblical studies ceased to exist as a distinct 
branch of scholarship at Utrecht University, my home base. A tendency to dissolve the traditional 
links with the school of divinity of the Dutch Reformed Church, accompanied by a new 
organizational structure that subsumed theology under the faculty of humanities, ultimately resulted 
in the collapse of the department of Religious Studies and Theology as such. Although this particular 
development may be unique to Utrecht, the marginalization of theology and biblical studies on the 
level of university policy is characteristic of the Netherlands in general, and of many other Western 
countries as well. A cynical interpretation of this trend would be to conclude that apparently, 
theology in general and biblical studies in particular have become obsolete in an environment as 
thoroughly secularized as 21st century Netherlands (and, who knows, the Western World at large). 

At the same time, judging from panels and research groups at international conferences, 
biblical studies appears as vibrant as ever, opening itself for approaches from fields as diverse as queer 
studies, cinematography, and science fiction studies. Despite the (historical-)critical stance usually 
taken towards the biblical texts, the underlying conviction that the latter remain relevant to the 
present situation (if only because they have put an inextinguishable stamp on countless aspects of our 
culture), and the desire to remain in dialogue with them are ubiquitous. 

Above, I promised an ‘apology’ for applying apparently alien concepts to the biblical texts, 
and for the continuing relevance of biblical scholarship in the first place. I believe that both are 
legitimized by the common ground of humanity’s struggle for meaning and purpose. I find my own 
position compellingly expressed in the words of Tracy Lemos, who, notwithstanding a keen 
awareness of postmodern criticism voiced against the naively positivist presuppositions of 
modernism, writes: 

 
In the end, I stand with those who assert that there is nonetheless a commensurability to 
human experience […]. It is not a commensurability of ever rational agents or self-actualized 
individuals but one of weakness and victimhood, of greed and humiliation, and yes, of 
struggle and rebelliousness. […] As historians, we must be students of these human realities 
if the histories we write are to be something other than autobiographical fictions in the time-
worn clothing of objective analysis.10 

 
The “commensurability of human experience” not only validates, in my opinion, the use of 

methods from fields as diverse as anthropology, ethnic studies, gender studies, religious studies, 

                                                             
10 Lemos, ‘Women,’ 105-106. 
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cognitive studies, postcolonial studies etc., but also explains the power still exerted by the biblical 
texts.11 Besides justifying the attempt to reach back to long gone realities as a viable scholarly 
enterprise, this ‘commensurability’ also supplies the present study with relevance and even urgency. 
It would be naïve to conflate the situation of ‘Israel’ in the aftermath of the Exile with 21st century 
conflicts surrounding the modern nation of Israel. Nonetheless, it seems legitimate to claim that 
‘Israel’ is as contested now as it was then, and that the texts under consideration in this analysis 
continue to impact the way in which this identity is shaped, both ideologically and practically. The 
books of Ruth, Esther, and Judith each present one possibility to deal with the struggle inherent in 
being God’s chosen people and, at the same time, the ‘smallest of nations’, marginalized and 
oppressed. As long as marginalization and oppression continue, whether involving Israel or any other 
group, reading, ruminating, and digesting stories like these remains as necessary as daily bread.

                                                             
11 The ever-present danger that our readings are “autobiographical fictions” remains very real, of course. One 
example is the increasing influence of postcolonial studies in biblical scholarship. Deeply needed though its 
call to attention for ‘colonization, ‘orientalism’, and ‘Empire’ in the texts undoubtedly is, it also entails the risk 
of concealing other aspects. Not everything in the texts can be reduced to an effect of Israel’s marginalized 
position on the global landscape (or, reversely, to an Israel-centered and ‘orientalizing’ worldview). The same 
holds true for gender, ethnicity, and, indeed, religion. A forthcoming dissertation on the book of Ruth, in 
which the author explicitly reads the narrative as “neither women’s nor strangers’ story” nicely demonstrates 
how certain buzzwords can dominate the interpretation of a text to such an extent that scholars see themselves 
forced to justify their ‘deviant’ approaches (see Beyer, ‘Querbezüge’). 
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Samenvatting: Wie zou dit volk minachten, dat zulke vrouwen telt? De 
reconfiguratie van Israël in Ruth, Esther en Judith 

 
Zij stonden versteld van haar schoonheid, en door haar verbaasden 

ze zich over de Israëlieten, en zeiden tot elkaar: ‘Wie zou dit volk 

minachten, dat zulke vrouwen telt?’ 

Judith 10:19 

 
“… door haar verbaasden ze zich over de Israëlieten…” – dit korte citaat uit het apocriefe 

boek Judith nodigt een heel aantal vragen uit: over individuele en collectieve identiteit en 
identificatie, over gender, over onze perceptie van ‘de ander’ en van onszelf door de ogen van de 
ander, en tenslotte over de rol die gezaghebbende religieuze teksten bij de formatie en interactie van 
al deze concepten kunnen spelen.  

Het citaat over Judith staat niet op zichzelf. De periode tussen de Babylonische ballingschap 
en het Hasmonese koninkrijk – een periode waarin Israël bezig was zichzelf (opnieuw) uit te vinden - 
lijkt gekenmerkt te worden door een bescheiden maar misschien niet geheel toevallige toename van 
vrouwelijke hoofdpersonen in de bijbelse verhalende literatuur. Deze waarneming vormt het 
startpunt voor mijn onderzoek, waarin ik de boeken Ruth, Esther en Judith lees als pogingen om de 
religieuze en etnische identiteit van Israël via een vrouwelijk lichaam te conceptualiseren en dit 
specifieke concept van Israël tegen afwijkende stemmen van binnen en buiten te staven. Terwijl 
oudere profetische teksten Israël graag als JHWH’s trouweloze echtgenote, rouwende weduwe, of 
misbruikte maagd afschilderen, kunnen narratieve figuren zoals Ruth, Esther en Judith als subtiel 
andersoortige belichamingen van Israël worden gelezen. In en door hun lichamen is de gemeenschap 
kwetsbaar en onschendbaar, gemarginaliseerd en triomfantelijk tegelijk. 

 
Kort samengevat heeft mijn onderzoek dus tot doel religieuze en etnische processen van 

identiteitsvorming in de boeken Ruth, Esther en Judith bloot te leggen, en deze processen expliciet te 
linken aan het gebruik van vrouwelijke hoofdpersonen als belichamingen van deze identiteit. De 
veronderstelde wisselwerking tussen diverse concepten (etniciteit, religie, gender, belichaming, etc.) 
op het niveau van de tekst vereist een interdisciplinair conceptueel en methodologisch raamwerk, 
waarin inzichten uit etnologie, religiewetenschappen, en gender studies elkaar aanvullen. Een gemene 
deler van al deze concepten is het bepalen en soms afbreken van de grens tussen ‘ons’ en ‘de ander’. 
Zo wordt zichtbaar dat ook de bijbelteksten onophoudelijk bezig zijn met het trekken en 
overschrijden van grenzen: tussen Israël en haar religieuze of etnische ‘ander’, tussen mannen en 
vrouwen, en tussen de mens en haar ultieme ‘Ander’, God. Bijna altijd hebben verschuivingen 
binnen één aspect van identiteit repercussies voor andere aspecten. De wisselwerking tussen de 
verschillende aspecten is dan ook een belangrijk onderwerp binnen mijn analyse. 

 
Een tweede gemene deler van religie, etniciteit, en gender is hun resistentie tegen kant-en-

klare definities. Toch kies ik ervoor de teksten met behulp van bestaande definities te lezen, waarbij ik 
laatstgenoemde echter altijd als heuristische middelen zie, die zich aan de dynamiek van de tekst 
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dienen aan te passen.1 Mijn analyse van de bijbelteksten wordt gestuurd door een ruime interpretatie 
van deze definities, waarbij steeds de samenhang tussen aspecten van religieuze en etnische identiteit 
en de vrouwelijke (en soms mannelijke) hoofdfiguren centraal staat. 

 
Dit heuristische kader wordt op het methodologisch niveau aangevuld door discoursanalyse 

en cognitieve taalkunde. Feministische en postkoloniale auteurs hebben pijnlijk duidelijk gemaakt 
dat een analyse van in en door de teksten getrokken grenzen onvolledig is zonder expliciete aandacht 
voor macht en ideologie. Dit inzicht ligt aan de basis van mijn keuze voor (historische) 
discoursanalyse, een methode die de nodige alertheid  voor identiteit en macht combineert met 
aandacht voor de precieze vorm van de tekst en zijn oorspronkelijke achtergrond. Een tegelijk sterk 
en zwak punt van discoursanalyse is haar methodologische openheid. Binnen mijn analyse 
operationaliseer ik deze benadering daarom door middel van relevante aspecten van cognitieve 
linguïstiek. Beide methodes zien de tekst als afspiegeling van de wereld waarin hij is ontstaan – niet 
per se van concrete historische of sociale omstandigheden, maar van de conceptuele en ideologische 
structuren waarin een tekst überhaupt pas begrijpelijk wordt. Beide leggen ook de nadruk op het 
evenwicht tussen conventie en innovatie. Dit evenwicht moet bewaard blijven als een tekst zowel 
begrijpelijk als ook origineel wil zijn. Dit is in bijzondere mate van toepassing op metaforen en 
literaire symbolen, omdat hierbij een door auteur en lezer gedeeld reservoir aan betekenissen en 
associaties wordt verondersteld. Een relevant voorbeeld is het gebruik van vrouwelijke figuren als 
metaforen en symbolen voor Israël, zoals dit volgens mij bij Ruth, Esther en Judith het geval is. 
Hierbij wordt op twee niveaus geappelleerd aan kennis van de lezer: zij moet niet alleen op de hoogte 
zijn van de mogelijkheid an sich om Israël uit te beelden door middel van een vrouwenlichaam, maar 
ook de specifieke connotaties van diverse vrouwbeelden kunnen ontwaren en van betekenis voorzien. 

 
Gaandeweg mijn analyses wordt m.b.v. dit conceptuele en methodische raamwerk zichtbaar 

dat Ruth, Esther en Judith een Israël belichamen dat geworteld is in traditie maar ook in staat om 
zichzelf staande te houden binnen een veranderende wereld. ‘Traditie’ slaat hierbij zowel op 
inhoudelijke aspecten van religie en etniciteit als ook op de manier waarop deze worden 
gecommuniceerd, namelijk aan (en soms door) de hand van vrouwelijke figuren. Vertrouwde 
concepten worden geciteerd maar tegelijk van een nieuwe betekenis voorzien – ‘gereconfigureerd’. 
Religie en etniciteit vormen twee centrale aspecten van deze voorstelling van Israëlitische identiteit, 
maar meer abstracte aspecten – zelfverzekerdheid, flexibiliteit en de wil om wereldse 
machtsstructuren uit te dagen – zijn minstens even belangrijk.  

Sommige motieven worden door alle drie de verhalen gedeeld: alle drie thematiseren ze 
bijvoorbeeld de mogelijkheid of onmogelijkheid om tot Israël toe te treden, en alle drie maken ze 
gebruik van humoristische middelen om de bestaande orde te karikaturiseren, of die orde nou te 
maken heeft met de schijnbare superioriteit van mannen of de politieke overheersing door andere 
volken. Naast deze thema’s delen de teksten ook een belangrijk structureel kenmerk: ze voeren 
vertrouwde schemata ten tonele (de ‘vreemde vrouw’, de ‘arme weduwe’, de ‘heldhaftige krijger’, de 

                                                             
1 Voor ‘religie’ baseer ik me op Barbara Hargrove, The Sociology of Religion: Classical and Contemporary 
Approaches, Harlan Davidson, Arlington Heights 1979, 26 en voor etniciteit op John Hutchinson & Anthony 
D. Smith, ‘Introduction,’ in John Hutchinson & Anthony D. Smith (eds), Ethnicity. Oxford University Press, 
Oxford 1996, 8. 
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‘mooie maagd’), maar brengen subtiele wijzigingen aan, doordat de belichaming van deze schemata 
nogal onorthodoxe prototypen ten deel valt. De ‘vreemde vrouw’ Ruth blijkt bijvoorbeeld de 
personificatie van Israëlitische normen en waarden te zijn, terwijl de ‘heldhaftige krijger’ Boaz 
gekenmerkt wordt door besluiteloosheid en een gebrek aan zelfbewustzijn. Daarnaast integreren de 
teksten talloze details uit het culturele geheugen van Israël: door middel van genealogieën, subtiele 
verwijzingen naar oudere verhalen of signaalwoorden die schijnbaar alledaagse handelingen 
ritualiseren krijgt de lezer de indruk dat Ruth, Esther en Judith allerminst op zichzelf staan: hun 
verhalen zijn hoofdstukken binnen het grote verhaal van Israël. Daarbinnen brengen zij echter wel 
belangrijke nieuwe nuances aan, die soms op gespannen voet staan met het teneur van andere visies 
op ‘Israël’. Dit heeft er deels mee te maken dat zij afrekenen met gender-stereotypen en de soms erg 
exclusivistische kijk op het volk die bij andere auteurs (bijv. Ezra en Nehemia) te vinden zijn. Maar 
een interpretatie die de vrouwenverhalen leest als emancipatoire, inclusieve, vredestichtende reacties 
op ‘mannelijk’ exclusivisme en legalisme gaat voorbij aan belangrijke kenmerken van deze teksten. 
Geen van de teksten introduceert een blijvende verandering in de sociale orde. Ook in Ruth, Esther 
en Judith is Israël het uitverkoren volk van JHWH, en ook hier wordt verbaal of fysiek afgerekend 
met Israël’s vijanden. Vaak gaat dit gepaard met de symbolische ontmannelijking van de vijand, die 
door toedoen van de Israëlitische vrouw zijn hoofd of tenminste zijn mannelijke waardigheid 
kwijtraakt. 

 
Uiteindelijk kan elk verhaal worden samengevat in één centrale metafoor, die zelf weer 

duidelijk gelinkt is aan de vrouwelijke hoofdpersoon. In het boek Ruth wordt het ideale Israël 
voorgesteld als een huis – niet een ‘vadershuis’ in de traditionele, hiërarchische zin van het woord, 
maar een huishouden waarin vreemde vrouwen tot moeders in Israël worden, weduwen hun leven 
hersteld zien worden, en heldhaftige mannen hun rol als verlosser op zich nemen. Ook God zelf 
ondergaat een subtiele make-over: hij is niet langer Israël’s goddelijke krijgsheer of jaloerse 
echtgenoot, maar de verlosser die haar toekomst, ook na de ballingschap, veiligstelt. Het fundament 
van dit alles is ḥesed, ‘trouw’, een kwaliteit met zowel religieuze als ook etnische connotaties die de 
Israëlieten in het verhaal van de Moabitische Ruth moeten leren. Dit betekent echter niet dat 
Moabieten als superieur worden afgeschilderd: Ruth kan alleen in Israël worden ingelijfd omdat haar 
gedrag haar al vanaf het begin als Israëlitische identificeert. 

 
De open houding tegenover waardige buitenstaanders wordt in het geheel niet gedeeld door 

het boek Esther. Hier kan Israël eerder worden vergeleken met een geheim genootschap. Toegang tot 
dit genootschap is voorbehouden aan hen die voldoende vertrouwd zijn met Israëls narratieve 
tradities om deze ook in een tekst te kunnen identificeren die op het eerste gezicht weinig met Israël 
en haar God te maken heeft. Toch zijn er tussen de regels door talloze verwijzingen naar de God die 
Israël eerder uit precaire situaties heeft gered. Hierdoor krijgt de wraak van de Joden op hun vijanden 
het karakter van een heilige oorlog van weleer, en wordt de diaspora-gemeenschap afgeschilderd als 
waardige erfgenaam van Israël’s tradities. Althans, van haar narratieve tradities – conventionele 
rituelen spelen een opmerkelijk geringe rol in het boek. Daar staat echter tegenover dat meerdere 
handelingen d.m.v. specifiek vocabulaire ‘geritualiseerd’ worden. Naast de wraakacties geldt dit bijv. 
voor de feesten waarmee de Joden hun overwinning vieren. Esther, binnen de muren van het 
Perzische paleis, belichaamt deze identiteit die alleen voor de echte insider zichtbaar wordt. De 
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voortdurende realiteit van diaspora en bedreiging kan niet worden verdrongen, maar Esther laat zien 
dat Joodse identiteit zichzelf ook onder de meest ongunstige omstandigheden kan handhaven. 

 
Het boek Judith tenslotte maakt gebruik van twee metaforen voor Israël, gebaseerd op twee 

vrouwelijke figuren: Dina, de onschuldige bedreigde maagd, en Judith, de vrouwelijke heilige strijder 
en verlosser van haar volk. Dina belichaamt de trieste realiteit van grote delen van de geschiedenis 
van het volk: kwetsbaarheid en overheersing door vijandelijke machten. Judith daarentegen staat 
symbool voor Israël zoals het volgens de auteur zou moeten zijn: een heilig leger van JHWH, zijn 
erfenis, waarmee hij zijn macht aan de wereld laat zien. Dat deze macht vooral zichtbaar wordt door 
de hand van een vrouw heeft weinig te maken met emancipatie in de meest letterlijke zin. Het is 
vooral een middel om twee aspecten te onderstrepen: het eigenaardige karakter van JHWH’s macht, 
en de volledige symbolische vernietiging van zijn vijanden, die niet eens zijn opgewassen tegen een 
kwetsbare weduwe. 

 
Als complexe narratieve figuren zijn Ruth, Esther en Judith even gefragmenteerd en onzeker 

als het leven zelf, en toch tegelijkertijd in staat om “het toneel opnieuw in te richten voor andere 
mogelijke versies van verleden en toekomst.”2 Hun drama’s en komedies spelen zich op dezelfde 
bühne af als de geschiedenis van Israël zoals die in andere bijbelse bronnen beschreven wordt – 
buiten deze bühne zijn ze zelfs grotendeels onbegrijpelijk. Maar het plot en hun rol als vrouw 
daarbinnen hebben subtiele wijzigingen ervaren. Zij introduceren alternatieve manieren om in relatie 
te treden tot de God van Israël, naast de officiële cultus en soms zelfs buiten de cultus om. Als 
vrouwelijke metaforen voor Israël verwijzen ze naar eerdere vrouwelijke prototypen met een 
metaforische lading, zoals die vaak in de profetische literatuur worden gebezigd: de vreemde vrouw, 
de overspelige echtgenote van JHWH, de verslagen weduwe, het maagdelijke slachtoffer van 
verkrachting. Stuk voor stuk krijgen deze beelden door Ruth, Esther en Judith een nieuwe invulling, 
waarbij afgerekend wordt met de noties van schuld en welverdiende straf. Hierdoor worden niet 
alleen stereotype vrouwbeelden genuanceerd, maar vooral ook een nieuwe visie op Israël 
vormgegeven: niet langer het volk dat door eigen schuld tot speelbal van de volkeren is geworden, 
maar JHWH’s erfenis, die soms door goddelijke interventie en vaak door eigen vindingrijkheid de 
bestaande orde ondersteboven draait.  

 

                                                             
2  Donna Haraway, ‘Ecce Homo, Ain’t’ (Ar’n’t) I a Woman, and Inappropriate/d Others: The Human in a 
Posthumanist Landscape,’ in Judith Butler & Joan W. Scott (eds), Feminists Theorize the Political. Routledge, 
New York 1992, 86 (mijn vertaling). 
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voortdurende realiteit van diaspora en bedreiging kan niet worden verdrongen, maar Esther laat zien 
dat Joodse identiteit zichzelf ook onder de meest ongunstige omstandigheden kan handhaven. 

 
Het boek Judith tenslotte maakt gebruik van twee metaforen voor Israël, gebaseerd op twee 

vrouwelijke figuren: Dina, de onschuldige bedreigde maagd, en Judith, de vrouwelijke heilige strijder 
en verlosser van haar volk. Dina belichaamt de trieste realiteit van grote delen van de geschiedenis 
van het volk: kwetsbaarheid en overheersing door vijandelijke machten. Judith daarentegen staat 
symbool voor Israël zoals het volgens de auteur zou moeten zijn: een heilig leger van JHWH, zijn 
erfenis, waarmee hij zijn macht aan de wereld laat zien. Dat deze macht vooral zichtbaar wordt door 
de hand van een vrouw heeft weinig te maken met emancipatie in de meest letterlijke zin. Het is 
vooral een middel om twee aspecten te onderstrepen: het eigenaardige karakter van JHWH’s macht, 
en de volledige symbolische vernietiging van zijn vijanden, die niet eens zijn opgewassen tegen een 
kwetsbare weduwe. 

 
Als complexe narratieve figuren zijn Ruth, Esther en Judith even gefragmenteerd en onzeker 

als het leven zelf, en toch tegelijkertijd in staat om “het toneel opnieuw in te richten voor andere 
mogelijke versies van verleden en toekomst.”2 Hun drama’s en komedies spelen zich op dezelfde 
bühne af als de geschiedenis van Israël zoals die in andere bijbelse bronnen beschreven wordt – 
buiten deze bühne zijn ze zelfs grotendeels onbegrijpelijk. Maar het plot en hun rol als vrouw 
daarbinnen hebben subtiele wijzigingen ervaren. Zij introduceren alternatieve manieren om in relatie 
te treden tot de God van Israël, naast de officiële cultus en soms zelfs buiten de cultus om. Als 
vrouwelijke metaforen voor Israël verwijzen ze naar eerdere vrouwelijke prototypen met een 
metaforische lading, zoals die vaak in de profetische literatuur worden gebezigd: de vreemde vrouw, 
de overspelige echtgenote van JHWH, de verslagen weduwe, het maagdelijke slachtoffer van 
verkrachting. Stuk voor stuk krijgen deze beelden door Ruth, Esther en Judith een nieuwe invulling, 
waarbij afgerekend wordt met de noties van schuld en welverdiende straf. Hierdoor worden niet 
alleen stereotype vrouwbeelden genuanceerd, maar vooral ook een nieuwe visie op Israël 
vormgegeven: niet langer het volk dat door eigen schuld tot speelbal van de volkeren is geworden, 
maar JHWH’s erfenis, die soms door goddelijke interventie en vaak door eigen vindingrijkheid de 
bestaande orde ondersteboven draait.  

 

                                                             
2  Donna Haraway, ‘Ecce Homo, Ain’t’ (Ar’n’t) I a Woman, and Inappropriate/d Others: The Human in a 
Posthumanist Landscape,’ in Judith Butler & Joan W. Scott (eds), Feminists Theorize the Political. Routledge, 
New York 1992, 86 (mijn vertaling). 
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